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	1. Chapter 1: A Perfect Day
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**Chapter 1: A Perfect Day**

"This is Berk," Hiccup muttered to himself, staring out his bedroom window as the sun crested over the mountains behind his home "It's about five miles past the end of civilisation, and three miles north of uninhabitable. Any sane person would leave at the first opportunity, but we're Vikings; we have stubbornness issues."

He looked away from the window and to the black dragon curled up beside his bed. "However," he continued, "living here does have its advantages."

Hobbling over to where Toothless lay, he poked the dragon in the side with his false leg. "Come on buddy, time to get up."

Toothless grumbled in his sleep, but otherwise remained stationary.

Hiccup poked Toothless again. "Ugh, you're worse than Stoick after a night at the mead hall," he complained.

Toothless grumbled again, but this time lifted his head from his paws, cracking open one large green eye and fixing Hiccup with a withering stare. An irritated growl rumbled in the dragon's throat.

"And good morning to you too, bud," Hiccup shot back sarcastically, reaching over to scratch the dragon's chin. Instantly the Night Fury's pupils snapped open, and he nuzzled against Hiccup, a pleasurable hum resonating within its chest.

Satisfied that he had compensated Toothless for disturbing his nap, Hiccup withdrew his hand and headed for the door, pausing to grab Toothless's saddle from its peg on the wall. "I'll see you outside, bud," Hiccup called over his shoulder as he left the room.

Toothless grunted in response and dived out the window, wings snapping open as soon as he cleared the building.

Hiccup didn't bother calling out to his father as he descended the stairs into the main room of their house. He knew that his father would have left at dawn to oversee the preparations for the celebrations that evening. Today was the day of the spring equinox, and the whole village was throwing a festival to celebrate the gods and ask them for a good harvest. Hiccup had seen the annual festival many times during his eighteen years of life; however this time it had special significance for him and his friends, as from that day onwards they would finally be considered full adults within the village.

Hiccup paused to grab a loaf of bread from the pantry as he headed past. It was dry and slightly stale but good enough to sate his hunger as he rushed out the door. No sooner had the door slammed shut behind him did Toothless bound up to him, emerald eyes brimming with excitement. Hiccup laughed and scratched his friend's head.

"You ready to go flying bud?" he asked, stepping around the dragon's head to secure the saddle.

Toothless nodded excitedly. With practiced ease, Hiccup swung himself up onto the Night Fury's back, securing his false leg into the stirrup. He paused and took a deep breath, feeling Toothless' muscles flexing beneath him. Hiccup had never been the most physically adept of Vikings, and his injury at the hands—or in this case, claws—of the Green Death had done him no favours in that regard. However, there was one domain where he and his dragon were undisputed masters: in the air, no dragon, tame nor wild, could hope to match him and Toothless.

He felt Toothless shift impatiently beneath him, shaking him from his thoughts. Taking another breath, he crouched low over Toothless' neck before shifting his foot and opening the tail.

Toothless responded instantly, leaping into the air, and surging upwards fast enough to take Hiccup's breath away. Finally, when they were level with the fluffy white clouds that floated through the spring sky, Toothless leveled out. Spreading his wings, he soared on thermals rising from the sun-warmed ground far below. Hiccup reached down and patted Toothless' neck,

"Well done, bud," he chuckled.

As was tradition on the island of Berk, Hiccup had been given the day of the spring equinox off from his chores and was free to do as he wished until the festival in the evening, and Hiccup intended to make the most of the last day of his childhood. Adjusting the tail, he and Toothless banked sideways, angling towards the eastern coast of the island.

With a series of powerful wing strokes, Toothless alighted on the edge of the cliff, overlooking the sea stacks rising from the dark waters below.

"Are you ready for this, bud?" Hiccup asked, relating a hand on his dragon's neck.

Toothless growled an affirmative.

Hiccup leaned forwards, taking a deep breath and readying himself for the jump, when he was interrupted by a draconic call of greeting, which echoed off the cliffs below him. Looking over his left shoulder, he spotted a sky blue Deadly Nadder coming in to land beside them.

On the Nadder's back was the other advantage of living on Berk for Hiccup: Astrid Hofferson.

"Even after all these years, the idea of 'Hiccup the thrill seeker' is still completely alien to me," she said.

"Just as alien as you giving me an actual compliment," Hiccup muttered under his breath.

"What was that, Hiccup?" she asked, a suspicious look in her eyes.

"Oh, nothing," Hiccup lied, "I was just saying how nice the weather was today."

"Right," she grumbled, crossing her arms in frustration.

Since the defeat of the Green Death three years ago, he and Astrid had become good friends, and of all the students at the Berk Dragon Academy, she and Stormfly were by far the most promising. However, that didn't mean that he and Astrid were above some friendly banter from time to time.

"You should join us. It'll be fun." Hiccup gestured to the sea stacks.

"No thanks," Astrid replied. "I don't think my mother would be too pleased if I flew into a cliff and fractured my skull on the morning of the Spring Equinox"

Their relationship wasn't the only thing that had changed over the last three years. The long days of dragon training and riding Toothless had had an effect on Hiccup, and now faint outlines of muscles were visible underneath his pale skin. He was by no means the model of physical fitness, but he had certainly come a long way from the stick insect he'd been before he met Toothless. And while she still had the same lithe, athletic form that he adored, Astrid had changed too. Hiccup couldn't help but notice how the womanly aspects of her figure had developed over the last few years, and the way in which her usual tight-fitting blue vest clung to her body, emphasizing her subtle curves.

"You should put more faith in Stormfly," Hiccup replied. "She's getting almost as good as Toothless."

Astrid raised an eyebrow at the unexpected compliment.

"I said 'almost'," he shot back.

Astrid's eyes narrowed, and Hiccup smiled. He knew that she could never resist a challenge.

"Fine," she growled. "It's a race." She pointed to the furthest stack from the cliff. "First person to that stack wins."

"You're on." Hiccup grinned and nudged Toothless' side with his good leg.

Toothless leapt off the cliff, spiralling headfirst towards the crashing waves. With a rush of wings, and a surprised shriek from her rider, Stormfly followed, hurtling towards the waiting sea, hot on the Night Fury's tail.

Three years ago, Hiccup would have felt a jolt of fear, performing such a dangerous move, but now all he felt was a rush of adrenaline and the thrill of the race. He glanced over his shoulder and locked eyes with Astrid. This was the first part of the challenge: whoever pulled out of their dive first would have less momentum and be at a disadvantage for the first leg of the race.

Hiccup tore his eyes away and focused on the sharp stones at the base of the cliff, rapidly rushing towards them. He pressed himself tight against Toothless' neck, and waited.

They were so close now that Hiccup could hear the crashing of the waves over the rushing of the wind in his ears. Hiccup's foot twitched, and he almost released the tail, but he held his nerve. At last, with a great rushing of air, he heard Stormfly open her wings and pull out of the dive. Immediately, Hiccup extended the tail, and Toothless' wings snapped open, straining to arrest their downwards velocity. At the last possible moment, they pulled out of the dive, shooting across the surface of the sea, leaving a cloud of spray in their wake.

He and Toothless didn't have time to celebrate. Immediately a towering column of rock rushed towards them. Acting purely on instinct, he angled the tail and threw his weight to one side. A heartbeat later, Toothless banked hard left, and the two skimmed past the stack, Toothless' wingtips passing within inches of the rock face. In moments they were faced with another stack. Hiccup felt a slight shift in the angle of Toothless' flight and responded, shifting his weight and adjusting the tail. The pair rolled to the right, narrowly missing another column.

Flying together like this was the time that Hiccup felt closest to his Night Fury. There was no time for verbal communication; both of them acted purely on instinct, rider and dragon in perfect harmony. The pair weaved between the stacks faster than Hiccup could think. Sometimes he would lead Toothless; other times Toothless would lead him. Eventually, they came to a small break in in the stacks, and Hiccup glanced over his shoulder, only to be blinded by a gust of wind as a blue streak shot past them. Somehow, Astrid and Stormfly had found a faster route through the stacks, and were speeding towards the finish line.

"Damnit," Hiccup growled. "We are not being beaten by her, not today. Faster Toothless!"

Hiccup spotted a small opening between two stacks, barely wide enough for Toothless to fit through with his wings folded. At the same time he felt Toothless angle towards the gap.

"Are you thinking what I'm thinking bud?" he asked.

Toothless growled an affirmative, beating his wings as fast as he could to pick up speed.

Hiccup pressed himself tighter against Toothless' neck. "I do _not_ want to end up in Valhalla today, you crazy reptile," he muttered.

The rock wall rapidly grew in size until it filled all of Hiccup's vision. At the last possible moment, close enough for Hiccup to make out the moss and lichen clinging to the rock, Toothless pulled in his wings. There was darkness for a moment, and an instant later, they cleared the gap and Toothless' wings shot back out, beating rapidly to regain lost speed. The manoeuvre had left them with a clear run to the final stack, and the pair shot past a rather surprised Astrid and Stormfly to claim victory.

Hiccup whooped and punched the air, while Toothless let out a triumphant bugle. After numerous singed eyebrows, Hiccup had finally managed to curtail his dragon's habit of launching celebratory fireballs, which had always ended up exploding in his face.

Banking lazily to one side, the two friends turned and slowly began to climb back up towards the cliff where they started. Astrid and Stormfly quickly fell in beside them.

"That was some good flying," Hiccup panted. "You nearly had us for a moment there."

"Thanks," Astrid replied, equally out of breath. "That was an insane move you pulled back there. I thought there was no way you could fit through that gap."

Hiccup eyed the long grey scrape marks that ran down Toothless' side. Luckily his contact with the rock walls hadn't pierced the Night Fury's tough hide. "I'm not sure what we did qualifies as 'fitting'."

Astrid laughed, a rare and glorious sound to Hiccup's ears. "These guys are looking pretty tired," she said, looking down at Stormfly. "We should probably let them rest after all that exercise."

"Good idea," Hiccup replied. "You headed to the meadow?"

Astrid nodded, and the two dragons turned and headed inland, towards the mountains at the centre of the island.

About a year after the defeat of the Green Death, Hiccup and Toothless had discovered the meadow, a small, roughly triangular patch of lush grasses and heather, nestled between two peaks. With steep mountainside on two sides, and a sheer cliff on the third, the meadow was completely inaccessible by any means other than dragon, and it was nicely sheltered from the harsh elements and even harsher inhabitants of Berk. In one corner of the meadow, a crystal clear mountain stream trickled down the rocks and formed a small pool, before continuing on its journey towards the sea. While these days most of Berk knew about the cove near Raven Point where Hiccup had hidden Toothless, the location of the meadow was a closely-guarded secret between Hiccup and Astrid.

Toothless landed smoothly at the edge of the meadow, taking a couple of steps to arrest his momentum, before folding his wings to allow Stormfly to land. Hiccup unhooked his prosthetic from the saddle and dismounted Toothless. He looked up to watch Astrid and Stormfly land, while Toothless wandered over to the pool in the corner to drink. Stormfly came in to land similarly to Toothless, touching down at the edge of the meadow. Astrid gracefully hopped down from Stormfly's neck and marched over to Hiccup as the Nadder headed off to join Toothless. Hiccup was absent-mindedly watching the dragons and wasn't prepared when Astrid's fist collided with his stomach.

"Ouch! What was that for?" he groaned.

"That was for attempting that stupid move," she growled. "You could have gotten yourself killed!"

"Thanks, I didn't know you cared."

"And this," she continued, leaning in close, "is for the most fun I've had in a long time."

Hiccup felt his heart skip a beat as her lips briefly made contact with his cheek, and then she pulled away. With that, she slapped him on the back - a little bit too hard to be entirely friendly - and walked off towards the edge of the cliff.

Hiccup looked back up at the dragons to find Toothless staring back at him, a strange expression on his face. He mouthed a silent 'what?' to his dragon, before turning to follow Astrid.

Hiccup shook his head. Even after eighteen years of living around her, he wasn't sure he'd ever understand what went on in Astrid's head.

Astrid was sitting on the edge of the cliff, staring out to sea, a thoughtful expression on her face.

"What's on your mind?" Hiccup asked, sitting down beside her, a respectful distance between them.

Astrid shifted closer to Hiccup, and rested her head on his shoulder.

"The future," she replied in a half-whisper.

Hiccup forced himself to resist the urge to pull away from the warm mass of nearly adult Viking that was suddenly pressed against him. While he and Astrid were close friends now, that was all that they were, and this was the most intimate they'd been since she kissed him after the battle with the Green Death three years ago.

"This is the last day of our childhood..." Astrid continued, trailing off into a wistful sigh.

Hiccup was silent for a long moment. He knew that the ceremony that night was just a formality, the conclusion of a gradual series of changes in his life that had begun even before he met Toothless. However, the ceremony still brought to mind just how drastic the sum of all those changes was. "And what a childhood it's been," he responded eventually.

"I know," Astrid replied, looking over Hiccup's shoulder at the dragons lounging behind them. "We've been lucky enough to be a part of," she glanced at Hiccup, "and in your case, the cause of, the biggest change in all seven generations of Berk's history."

"It hasn't exactly been the most sheltered upbringing..." Hiccup began, looking down at his false leg, the most prominent example of how he, his friends and his whole world had changed since that fateful night so long ago when he shot down Toothless.

"We're Vikings. It's an occupational hazard," Astrid replied. Hiccup smiled, recognising the old saying his father used to use. "Plus," Astrid continued, "You tend to grow up pretty fast when you're your village's only line of defence against Outcast and Dragon attacks."

Hiccup chuckled dryly. "You're right there, although, it hasn't always been always violence and misery." He paused for a moment. "Remember that first Snoggletog after the dragons moved in? When..."

"…When we first found out that dragon eggs explode when they hatch?" Astrid finished.

"Yup, that's the one," Hiccup confirmed, smiling at the shared memory.

"Yeah. To be honest, that wasn't one of my greatest ideas."

"No, no it wasn't." Hiccup Laughed.

"My turn," Astrid said. "Do you remember that time when Fishlegs made Meatlug eat all those rocks, and she started attracting metal towards her?"

"And I ended up dangling by my false leg from Meatlug's stomach, as she flew out over the ocean?"

"Yeah, that's the time," Astrid chuckled.

"I seem to recall being a lot less amused by my predicament at the time," Hiccup grouched.

"I dunno, it looked pretty funny from where I was flying," she shot back.

"Being in mortal peril does tend to dampen one's sense of humor," Hiccup replied. "Although, I have to admit, it was not a situation I expected to end up in when I got up that morning."

"I imagine that happened quite a lot, given some of the things we got up to."

"Yeah, at least once a week," Hiccup replied.

Astrid laughed.

The next few hours were spent enjoying close companionship, reminiscing and laughing about some of the absurd situations they got themselves into over the years.

"Looking back on it all now though," Hiccup paused, "I wouldn't change a thing."

"Even..." Astrid trailed off, looking down at his false leg.

"Even that," Hiccup replied, gesturing to his replacement limb. "It's a part of who I am now. Flying Toothless without it would just feel... wrong. And I know he feels the same way about his tail."

Hiccup felt Astrid move slightly against him. His attention had been so focused on their conversation that he'd almost forgotten that she was there. He looked up. The sun was inching towards the distant horizon, making the sea sparkle like burnished gold. The Spring Equinox festival was set to begin at sunset.

"Anyway," Hiccup continued, "Stoick will probably be looking for me soon. We'd better head back to the village and face our future." He reluctantly separated himself from Astrid and stood up. "Thank you Astrid," Hiccup said. "Today's been good."

"Likewise, Hiccup," she replied. "Whatever our future may bring, I know we'll make it through, we always do." To Hiccup's surprise, she pulled him into a tight embrace and planted another kiss on his cheek before turning away and mounting Stormfly.

"See you tonight, Hiccup!" she called. Stormfly took off, powerful wing beats carrying her and her rider into the Berkian sky.

Hiccup stood there, watching the pair recede into the distance. He was in love with Astrid; he'd known that for a while now. However, after so long being sneered at by her and every other Viking on Berk, he didn't want to risk their newfound friendship by attempting to court her. While she may have been impressed by Toothless three years ago, he knew that aside from being the son of the chief and riding the only Night Fury on Berk, he really didn't have much going for him in the romance department.

He felt Toothless nose him in the side, shaking him from his thoughts. Turning his attention to the Night Fury, he swung himself into the saddle.

"Let's go home, bud," he sighed

* * *
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	2. Chapter 2: Unknown Destination
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**Chapter 2: Unknown Destination**

"Come on Hiccup," Stoick said, tugging on Hiccup's tunic. "The son of the chief has to look the best at his coming of age ceremony."

"I know, Dad," Hiccup grumbled. He was wearing a brand new Forrest-green tunic, richly embroidered with intricate, intertwining patterns, as was befitting his family's status. He knew that the village's finest seamstress had spent the last week making it especially for the ceremony

"You're going to be chief one day," Stoick continued. "You need to start looking the part, at least."

"Don't remind me," Hiccup muttered.

Stoick had spent the last ten minutes fussing over his son's appearance. His hair was freshly washed and combed, and he was dressed head-to-toe in brand new fine clothes.

Stoick took a step back and examined his handiwork. "Oh, you'll do," he said. "I'll see you at the great hall." He turned to leave. Glancing back at Toothless he added, "And walk there, don't ride, I don't want you turning up looking all windblown."

"Yes, Dad."

Hiccup heard the door slam and let out a long sigh. His father's relentless fussing had almost been enough to erode the good mood his day with Astrid had built up. Even though dragons weren't allowed in the great hall tonight, even Toothless hadn't escaped the Stoick treatment. He'd been bathed and his scales oiled until he was almost iridescent. Every time he moved, a pattern of reflected firelight danced on the walls of Hiccup's house. And, of course, being the fine example of draconic vanity that he was, Toothless loved every second of it.

Hiccup stared into the fire, absentmindedly scratching Toothless' chin. He let out a long sigh. As much as he tried to ignore it, Stoick was right. Someday he would be asked to step into his father's shoes as chief of the tribe, and it was past time he started taking his future role seriously.

A loud knocking on the front door interrupted Hiccup's thoughts.

"All right, I'm coming!" he called out in response.

He shook his head to clear his mind. Tonight was meant to be a night of celebration and looking to the future with hope.

Hiccup opened the door and his jaw dropped like a stone. For a split second he didn't recognise the woman standing on his doorstep. Then the familiar features clicked into place and he realised it was Astrid, although she looked completely different from how she'd been a few short hours earlier.

The first thing Hiccup noticed was her hair. Gone was her usual braid. Instead it had been combed straight, and it cascaded down her back in a golden waterfall. Next was her clothing. Rather than her usual vest and leggings, she wore a green and white dress that hung down to her ankles. Her neckline was reasonably modest but still managed to show enough skin to get Hiccup's heart pounding. On her neck she wore a simple blue pendant that Hiccup recognised as being crafted from one of Stormfly's scales.

Hiccup realised that he was staring.

"Hi, Astrid." He coughed awkwardly. "You look..."

_Breathtaking. Beautiful. Amazing._

"...Good."

"Real smooth there, Hiccup," she replied. "I can see why the women of Berk are queuing up at your door."

_Why would I care about the others, when the only one that I want is right in front of me?_

"Most Berkian women aren't looking for a husband that they can snap in half with one hand tied behind their back," Hiccup responded dryly, closing the door behind him.

Astrid opened her mouth slightly as if to say something, then stopped. "Come on, we're going to be late," she said at last, looping her arm around Hiccup's and half-leading, half-dragging him towards the great hall.

The great hall was already crowded when Hiccup and Astrid arrived, sounds of music and merriment drifting out of the hall into the cool evening air. The path leading up to hall was lined with dragons belonging to those inside. Among them, Hiccup spotted Meatlug, Hookfang, and Barf and Belch, along with Gobber's dragon, Grump and his father's new dragon, Skullcrusher.

Astrid separated from Hiccup as they passed through the great wooden doors, heading towards the bar that had been set up at the back of the cavernous hall. Hiccup glanced around quickly. Luckily, most of the crowd was too occupied with the celebrations to notice him and Astrid entering arm-in-arm. He did, however, spot Snotlout eying him venomously from across the room. It was no secret on Berk that Snoutlout had been trying to woo the Hofferson's daughter since he first became interested in girls, and Astrid's contempt for his affections was equally well known. Hiccup made a mental note to avoid Snotlout for the next few days.

Sighing, he headed for a table on one side of the room, where Fishlegs was involved in an animated discussion with several younger Vikings.

"Ah, Hiccup!" Fishlegs greeted his friend, clasping an arm around his shoulders. "I was just discussing with Gustav here who would win in a fight between the Green Death and the Screaming Death. Gustav says that..."

Thankfully, at that moment, Fishlegs was interrupted by Stoick's powerful voice ringing out across the hall. "All right everyone, quiet down." A hush quickly fell over the hall. "It's time for the most important part of tonight, where we welcome six young Vikings as full members of the Hooligan tribe, each of which has done more than enough to earn their place among our ranks as full adults."

A round of raucous cheering broke out among the gathered Vikings.

Fishlegs leaned in close to Hiccup. "It appears we did something right in the last three years," he observed.

"That, or if you give a crowd of Vikings enough ale, they'll cheer at anything," Hiccup replied.

When the crowd finally calmed down, Stoick continued, "If the six Vikings ready to become adults could please step forward."

A makeshift stage had been erected against the far wall, and this was where Hiccup's father stood. This was also Hiccup and Fishleg's destination as they threaded through the crowd. Too soon, they reached the front of the crowd and climbed onto the stage. Hiccup took a deep breath, trying vainly to calm his beating heart. He felt more nervous now, looking out over the sea of familiar faces, than he did three years ago, facing down the Green Death. His gaze drifted sideways, over the line of his friends. His eyes briefly met with Astrid's at the far end of the line, and she flashed him a quick smile.

Stoick turned away from the crowd and examined the line of friends for several seconds before turning back to the gathered Vikings.

"In my time as chief, I've stood here and welcomed more groups of young Vikings to the tribe than I care to remember," he began, "and there has never been a group that I have been more proud of, or that have been more deserving of being made full members of the tribe than these six."

Another round of cheering broke out amongst the crowd.

Stoick walked to the end of the line and turned to face Astrid. She knelt to one knee and bowed her head respectfully. A hushed silence fell over the room as Stoick placed his hand on her right shoulder.

"Astrid Hofferson," Stoick said, "you are one of the finest natural axewomen this island has ever known, and your skills on dragonback are almost unmatched. I have little doubt that in a few years you will become one of the fiercest warriors to ever grace this island."

"Thank you, chief," Astrid whispered.

"Astrid," Stoick continued, "do you swear to always obey your chief and to protect your tribe to the best of your ability for as long as you are able?"

The hall was dead silent as everyone waited for her response.

"I do." Her voice was clear and strong in the silent hall.

"Then, as chief, I welcome you as a full member of the Hooligan tribe."

Stoick removed his hand, and Astrid stood to a thunderous round of applause from the crowd.

The crowd quickly quieted as Stoick moved along to the next person in the line.

"Snotlout Jorgenson" he began again, "you have the heart of a true Viking. Your strength and courage have saved the lives of your friends and everyone on Berk numerous times. You will make a fine addition to our ranks."

Hiccup's gaze drifted away from his father and Snotlout, over the sea of faces in front of him. This was finally happening. Ever since he'd first seen the coming of age ceremony as a small boy, he'd wondered what it was like to be up on the stage, although, in recent months he'd begun to dread the coming of the ceremony as a manifestation of the changes happening in his life. In a sudden moment of clarity, Hiccup realised that Astrid had been right earlier: there was no point in dreading the arrival of the future, or trying to cling onto the past. He'd been through a lot to get to this point, and with the support of his friends and his father, he would get through whatever comes next, be that his inevitable ascension to chief of the tribe, or anything else that life threw at him.

"Fishlegs Ingerman, not every Viking needs to have the courage or strength of a dragon to be worthy. Your wit and cunning have helped save this island many times, and that is why you will be a valuable addition to the tribe."

Stoick's words startled Hiccup from his thoughts. With a shock, he realised that he'd missed the twins' ceremonies, and that he was next in line after Fishlegs.

"Fishlegs, do you swear to always obey your chief, and to protect your tribe to the best of your ability for as long as you are able?"

"I do," Fishlegs responded.

"Then, as chief, I welcome you as a full member of the Hooligan tribe."

Fishlegs stood, and once again the crowd applauded.

Then, at last, Stoick stood in front of his son. Hiccup tried to stop himself from shaking as he knelt before his father.

"Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third," Stoick began, "my son." He hesitated. "If you asked me to make this speech three years ago, I would have been at a loss for what to say. Since then, my son has matured into a fine young Viking." He rested his hand on Hiccup's right shoulder. "Hiccup, three years ago you showed true courage by befriending a dragon, despite knowing the consequences of your actions if you were discovered. Since then, you have demonstrated your courage and selfless nature numerous times, risking your life to protect your friends and the whole island. I have no doubt that you'll make a fine chief someday."

Hiccup noticed tears sparkling at the corners of his father's eyes.

"Thank you, Dad," he whispered.

Stoick took a deep breath to steady himself. "Hiccup," he began, using the altered wording of the rite used exclusively for the sons of chiefs, "do you promise to protect and serve your tribe to the best of your ability for as long as you are able?"

Hiccup took a breath. From this moment on he would be considered an adult. "I do," he replied, struggling to keep his voice from wavering.

"Then, as your father and your chief, I am proud to welcome you as a full member of the Hooligan tribe."

Stoick removed his hand, and Hiccup shakily rose to a thunderous roar from the crowd. Over the noise of the crowd, Hiccup distantly heard a different, distinctly draconic roar, one that he'd recognize anywhere.

_Thank you, bud,_ Hiccup thought.

The noise was suddenly muffled as Stoick grabbed his son and pulled him into a tight bear-hug. Hiccup grimaced as he heard his bones creak. Stoick released him, and the next few minutes were a blur as his friends descended on him. They dragged him off the stage and into the crowd. Moments later someone thrust a mug of foamy liquid into his hand. Somewhere, a band struck up a lively tune.

Sometime later, Hiccup found himself leaning against the cool stone wall of the hall, slowly nursing his drink. Quickly surveying the hall, he picked out his friends. Astrid was at the bar at the far end of the hall, and he suppressed a prickle of irritation as he watched Snotlout sidle up to her. Looking away, Hiccup spotted Tuffnut dancing with one of the younger girls from the village, and to his surprise, he spotted Ruffnut and Fishlegs dancing together a short distance away. Hiccup wasn't sure which one of them looked more surprised by this development. Regardless, they both seemed to be enjoying themselves.

Hiccup took another swig of his drink. He didn't mind being left out of the celebrations. He was happy to see that his friends were having fun. Anyway, his false leg was hardly conducive to the energetic style of dancing favoured by most Vikings. Stepping away from the wall, he turned and headed out into the chill night air. Several pairs of draconic eyes watched him as he descended the steps, reflecting the light from the braziers that flanked the doors.

Hiccup quickly picked out Toothless from the dragons lining the path and made his way over. The Night Fury raised his head from his paws and made an enquiring noise as his friend approached.

"You all right, bud?" Hiccup asked, scratching under his friend's chin with his free hand. Toothless curiously sniffed at the mug in Hiccup's hand. Then, without warning he snatched it and tipped his head back, downing the mug's remaining contents in a single gulp. Toothless' eyes widened suddenly as the liquid hit his throat, then made a pleasurable humming sound.

"You like that, do you bud?" Hiccup laughed, grabbing the mug from between his dragon's teeth.

"Not enjoying the celebrations?" a voice asked behind him.

Hiccup turned around to see Gobber standing a short distance away.

"The whole 'drunken revelry' thing really doesn't appeal to me. You'll see my point of view in the morning," Hiccup replied. "Plus," he continued, gesturing to his false leg, "this thing really wasn't built for dancing."

Gobber draped an arm around his apprentice's shoulder. "You of all people, Hiccup, should know that it's only a disability if you decide to let it. Tonight is meant to be fun. Now, why don't you go back in there and ask Astrid for a dance?"

"Wha-? I-" Hiccup stammered.

"I may be going deaf, but I'm not blind you know," Gobber replied. "She likes you, but she's not going to wait forever for you to build up your courage."

Hiccup sighed, looking down at his empty mug and wishing it still contained ale. "You're not going to let me get out of this, are you?" he asked, defeated.

"Not a chance!" Gobber responded, giving Hiccup a light shove towards the great hall. "Now go get 'er!"

Hiccup shook his head and sighed again as he crossed the threshold of the Great Hall. This was almost certain to be an embarrassing disaster, but he didn't want to let Gobber down, and Astrid's actions towards him earlier gave him a small sliver hope.

Glancing around, he couldn't spot either Astrid or Snotlout, and he felt the same prickle of irritation from earlier. _Let's not jump to conclusions_, he thought. _There's probably a perfectly reasonable explanation for their absence..._

Shrugging, Hiccup threaded his way through the crowd towards the bar at the far end of the room.

The bar was relatively quiet when Hiccup arrived. He took a place at one end of the bar and waited to be served. The musicians came to the end of the song they were playing, and in the brief lull that followed Hiccup heard a small noise nearby. He ignored it, thinking it was one of the Terrible Terrors that flitted between the rafters high above his head. Turning his attention back to the bar, Hiccup heard it again, a muffled feminine gasp, coming from the nearby storeroom. Cursing his curiosity, and with a mounting sense of dread, Hiccup left his mug on the bar and followed the sound.

The storeroom was actually a large alcove set off from the main hall, separated from it by a narrow archway. Inside were rows of shelves, stacked to the ceiling with barrels of ale. Just inside the alcove, hidden from view from the rest of hall, was the image that haunted Hiccup's nightmares. Snotlout had pushed Astrid up against one of the shelves, his lips were on hers, and his hands on her hips. Hers were buried in his short black hair. Hiccup tore his eyes away, but couldn't stop the pained noise that escaped his lips.

The noise alerted the pair to Hiccup's presence. With a grunt, Astrid shoved Snotlout away from her. Snotlout looked at her surprised, then turned around and saw Hiccup.

"Oh. This is awkward," he said, before quickly making himself scarce.

Part of Hiccup wanted to chase Snotlout down and hurt him for what he did, but he knew that was foolish. He had no special claim on her. Who Astrid decided to be with was her business alone. Instead he stood, frozen in place as his dreams shattered around him.

Eventually, Astrid broke their silence. "Hiccup..." she began, "I- I didn't..."

Hiccup didn't respond. What could he possibly say? The sense of betrayal he felt, whether justified or not, cut him deeper than the wound that had claimed his leg.

Astrid tried again. "Hi- Hiccup..." she stammered.

Hiccup couldn't take it anymore. Tears welling up in his eyes, he turned and ran, running to the one creature he knew would always comfort him: Toothless.

Hiccup knew what he was doing was childish, but he didn't care, he felt that if he stood there looking at her any longer, he would have fallen apart completely. Hiccup blindly shoved people out of his way as he rushed to the door, tears streaming down his face. Distantly, he was aware of the musicians abruptly stopping, and the party becoming eerily silent as they watched his progress, but all he was focused on was his desire to get away. Away from her, away from the hurt in his chest.

* * *

><p>Toothless was on his feet when Hiccup stumbled out of the great hall, growling, hackles raised, sensing that his friend was upset. If somebody had hurt his rider, he was going to make them pay.<p>

Hiccup rushed over to him and scrambled onto his back, opening the tail as soon as his false leg was locked into place. Toothless looked back at him questioningly. He couldn't smell blood, and as far as he could tell Hiccup wasn't injured, but something was clearly wrong with his rider.

"Away, Toothless," Hiccup gasped. "Anywhere, just away from here."

Toothless crouched down, bunching his muscles and spreading his wings. Then, in one moment, he brought his wings down and leapt into the air. Swiftly beating his powerful wings, he rose into the night sky.

As they finally left the ground, something seemed to give out within Hiccup, and Toothless felt him slump against his neck, sobbing softly. Acting on instinct, he felt himself turn northwest and head out over the ocean, his attention focused on the young man slumped on his back. He made a soft, crooning noise in his throat and angled his head upwards, gently brushing one of his 'ears' against his broken rider's body, providing what little comfort he could as his wings carried them towards an unknown destination.

* * *
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**Chapter 3: Winds of Change**

Astrid Hofferson felt terrible. Her head was pounding, and her mouth felt drier than Stormfly's scales. To make matters worse, her head swam whenever she moved. Every few steps she had to pause and lean against the wall of her bedroom, and wait for her head to stop spinning before she could continue. Eventually, leaning heavily against the wall, she managed to stumble to her window and throw open the wooden shutters, wincing as the harsh sunlight stabbed at her sensitive retinas. Immediately, Stormfly's head was up at the window, a concerned rumbling in her throat.

"I'll be fine, girl," she croaked, reaching out to pat the Nadder's cheek reassuringly. "It's nothing that a good meal and some fresh air can't fix."

While that may have been true of her physical ailments, she knew that the pain in her chest would require significantly more effort to cure.

She rested her weight against the windowsill and mentally reviewed the events of the previous night. Her memory of the celebrations were hazy at best: she remembered being on the stage, being welcomed into the tribe by Stoick, and then the next event that stuck in her mind was when Snotlout sidled up to her at the bar.

* * *

><p><em>"You're wasting your time with Hiccup, you know," he said, sliding in close to her, and placing a hand on her thigh.<em>

_Astrid felt her breathing quicken at his touch._

_"He's completely clueless about how you feel," Snoutlout continued. "You'd be far better off with somebody like me, who understands a girl's needs."_

_Any other day Astrid would have broken his fingers for daring to touch her like that, but something caused her to stay her hand. She wasn't sure what caused her sudden change in reaction. Maybe it was the rush of excitement that his touch elicited, or his subtle masculine musk—a heady cocktail of sweat and tanned leather—that washed over her when he stepped in close, or maybe it was just the pleasant light-headedness induced by the alcohol in her system._

_"What do you mean?" she asked, breathlessly._

_If Snotlout felt any surprise at her sudden change of heart towards him, he didn't show it. Smoothly, he hooked a nearby stool with his foot and sat down next to her, close enough that Astrid could feel the heat radiating from his body._

_"What I mean is," Snotlout replied, "tonight is meant to be a celebration of our passing into adulthood." He spoke with a slight husky edge to his voice that sent small shivers of excitement down Astrid's spine. "And where's Hiccup now?" Snotlout continued. "Rather than spending time with you, he chooses to dote on his pet dragon."_

_Astrid briefly considered why he would care so much about Hiccup's whereabouts. Not finding an answer, she dismissed the thought, filing it away to deal with later._

_"Hiccup and Toothless have always been close. It's only natural that he would want to spend some time with his best friend tonight."_

_"It does make you think, though," Snotlout answered. "How many times is he going to use Toothless as an excuse to avoid spending time with you?"_

_Astrid felt a prickle of anger bubble up within her. She reached down and gripped Snotlout's fingers tightly enough to cause him to wince in pain. "Watch what you say about Hiccup," she growled under her breath. "He's a far better man than you'll ever be."_

_Snotlout yanked his hand from Astrid's grip. "Woah there girl, No need to break my hand. I meant no disrespect to our future leader."_

_"You have a funny way of showing it," Astrid muttered._

_"I'm sure Hiccup will eventually work up the courage to court you," Snotlout replied, punctuating his statement by gingerly returning his hand to her thigh, "but until then, why deny yourself the chance to have some fun now?"_

_Astrid tried to ignore Snotlout's earlier words, but the seeds of doubt had already been planted, undermining her defences as her rational mind warred with the churning emotions in her gut._

_He gently caressed her thigh, causing her breath to catch in her throat._

_Heart pounding in her ears, she placed her hand over Snotlout's._

_"Why don't you show me just how well you understand my 'needs'," she whispered, trying to make her voice as seductive as possible. _

_The shock on Snotlout's face at her sudden response to his advances was obvious. However, he quickly recovered and slipped an arm around her waist. "Let's take this somewhere more private," he replied in a husky whisper._

_Astrid wondered briefly what had happened to her that night. She had never been this forward with a man before, especially not with Snotlout. However her mind found it difficult to focus on anything other than the feeling of Snotlout's arm around her, and his scent washing over her, as he gently lead her towards the nearby storage alcove. She felt a small pang of guilt as they passed through the archway, but it was quickly swept away by her mounting anticipation and excitement._

_She was abruptly brought back into the moment as Snotlout grabbed her by the hips and shoved her against a set of shelves, drawing a small high-pitched gasp from her lips._

_Suddenly, whatever had been clouding her mind since Snotlout approached cleared, and she was struck by a wave of apprehension. "Maybe we sh-" she began, but then Snotlout's lips were on hers. The prickle of guilt from earlier returned with the force of a tidal wave. She floundered for a moment, then shoved Snotlout away, but it was too late, Hiccup was there and the damage had been done._

* * *

><p>"Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid!" Astrid growled, clenching her fists against the windowsill. <em>Why didn't I just tell him to go away!?<em>

She left the party shortly after that. Her exit wasn't quite as dramatic as Hiccup's, instead she slipped out quietly, flew home with Stormfly and locked herself in her bedroom.

Astrid wasn't stupid. While their kiss after the battle with the Green Death had been an impulsive move on her behalf, it had been driven by her relief at seeing Hiccup alive. Since then, she'd spent a considerable amount of time thinking about the direction that their relationship might eventually go. She knew that Hiccup liked her—that was obvious to anyone that saw them together—and she guessed that she liked him back. He wasn't the most physically impressive of Vikings, but his compassionate and selfless heart more than made up for it in Astrid's eyes.

She rested her head in her hands. The worse part of this whole mess—beyond the mere fact that she may have irreparably damaged her relationship with her closest friend—was the sense that she betrayed herself. Back when she first considered the possibility of a romantic relationship with Hiccup, she knew that he wasn't going to be as forward with her as other Vikings would be. It was part of what made Hiccup who he was, and why she liked him in the first place.

What pained her just as much as the thought of losing Hiccup was that all her resolutions about him had been completely broken in such a short time, which left her questioning everything she thought she knew about herself.

Astrid felt Stormfly gently nudge her arm, shaking her from her thoughts. The sun was already high in the sky; Stormfly would have been expecting her morning feed several hours ago.

"Yes, you're right, girl," Astrid replied, talking more to herself than the dragon, "I'm not going to solve any of my problems by sitting up here moping about them."

Closing the shutters, Astrid roughly tugged her unkempt hair back into its usual braid and exchanged her nightclothes for her regular attire. Heading downstairs, she retrieved a couple of chickens from the pantry and tossed them out to Stormfly before heading to the kitchen to fix her own breakfast.

A short time later, Astrid was striding purposely up the path towards Hiccup's house, Stormfly padding along behind her. A chill wind blew across the open grassland and she wrapped her arms around herself. An ominous, dark grey storm cloud was blowing in off the western sea, and the temperature had already dropped significantly from the previous day. Quickening her pace, she hurried up the path and knocked on Hiccup's front door.

To her surprise, Stoick answered the door. He was still wearing his ceremonial clothing from the night before, and judging by the dark rings around his eyes, he hadn't slept since the festival.

"Astrid! Have you seen Hiccup anywhere?"

"No, I came here looking for him."

Stoick sighed, resting his head in his hands for a moment before continuing. "Hiccup didn't come home last night," he explained. "Nobody's seen him since he took off at the festival."

Astrid silently cursed. Thinking quickly, she turned towards Stormfly. "Don't worry chief. He can't have gotten far. I'll get the other riders and we'll fly a search pattern, starting from-"

Stoick stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. "No Astrid," he said. "My son—and your business with him—will have to wait. I need you and the riders to help gather the animals into the Great Hall."

She shrugged off his hand. "Get the others to do that. I need to find Hiccup."

"No, Astrid," he repeated firmly. "I don't know what happened between you and Hiccup last night, but you swore to protect the tribe. Which means that sometimes you have to put the needs of the tribe ahead of your own." He paused, then added in a gentler tone, "I don't like it any more than you, but for the moment, Hiccup will have to fend for himself."

Astrid sighed. As much as she hated to admit it, Stoick was right.

"Is the storm really as bad as you think?" she asked, looking out to the brooding clouds on the western horizon.

"I don't know," he admitted. "We've never had a storm this bad this late in the season. We're expecting the worst and taking precautions appropriately."

"I'll make sure that we get the animals safely into the great hall," she said, mounting Stormfly.

"Thank you, Astrid," Stoick replied. Resting a hand on Stormfly's flank, he added, "Don't worry too much about Hiccup. As long as he's with Toothless, he's safe."

"Thank you, Chief," Astrid responded quietly.

Stoick stepped back as Stormfly spread her wings. Astrid felt the Nadder's muscles tense beneath her, and she tightened her grip on the saddle. In a single movement Stormfly brought her wings down as her legs launched them skyward. A series of powerful wing beats later, they were rising into the Berk sky, turning towards the Dragon Academy without any prompting from Astrid.

Normally this early the morning after the spring equinox, Berk would appear deserted. Today, however, the village was bustling with activity. A long line of villagers were transporting vital supplies into the Great Hall, while yet more villagers worked on boarding up windows and making last-minute repairs to their homes, doing what they could to help the village weather the oncoming storm.

When they arrived, the Dragon Academy was a hive of activity. The old arena's cage had been winched up to the rock overhang above, allowing the dragons and riders to come and go more easily. From a distance, it looked like every dragon and rider on Berk was out today, running errands across the island to prepare for the storm. Stormfly banked lazily over the arena, and Astrid took the time to pick out her friends, guiding Stormfly down to land on the rim nearby.

Her gaze met Snoutlout's momentarily as they flew overhead, and he quickly looked away. She suppressed a wave of nausea. Now was not the time for petty, personal disagreements. The village needed them.

Snotlout made his way towards her as she dropped down to the floor of the arena. "Hey Astrid," he began, unsure of himself, "about last night..."

Astrid ignored him, marching straight past him to the rest of the group. Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself and rattled off a series of instructions.

"Stoick wants us to help herd the animals into the Great Hall. Snotlout and the Twins will take the west side of the island. Fishlegs and I will take the east." Her friends stopped their conversations and looked up at her.

"We need to get moving. That storm's going to hit before nightfall."

She was halfway turned back towards Stormfly before Fishlegs interrupted, "Is that a good idea, Astrid? Normally we..."

"Fishlegs!" she snapped, rounding on him. "How many times have we been over this? Who's in charge of the Dragon Academy when Hiccup's not present?"

"You are," he replied meekly.

"Exactly," she responded tersely, "and since Hiccup's flown off to Odin-knows-where, I'm in charge. And I say that you're flying with me." With that, she turned her back on him and scrambled up the wall of the Arena to where Stormfly was waiting.

She knew that she was unnecessarily harsh on Fishlegs. He hadn't done anything wrong. Normally when they split up, she flew with Snotlout, and Fishlegs with the Twins. Despite her resolution to put aside their differences for the good of the village, though, she really didn't want to spend the day with Snotlout. Plus, she knew that every moment that they wasted arguing was a moment longer that Hiccup was alone, possibly stranded somewhere, or worse, hurt.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was woken by the rumble of thunder. For a moment, he didn't remember where he was. He was lying uncomfortably on a rough stone floor. The air was acrid and heavy with a sulphurous stench. He cracked his eyes open and to his confusion was confronted by more blackness. He blinked a few times before realising that he was staring at Toothless' wing membranes. Raising his hand, Hiccup prodded his Night Fury's side. Toothless grunted, and opened his wings, letting in a dim red light.<p>

Hiccup stood, wincing as he stretched his stiff muscles. He and Toothless had spent the night on a small stone ledge within the hollow mountain of Helheim's Gate, more commonly known these days as 'Dragon Island.' While the Berkians were no strangers to the island, the inside of the mountain was still exclusively dragon territory. Hiccup was one of a lucky few who'd ever seen inside the nest, and even he could only count the number of times he'd been there on the fingers of one hand.

Hiccup heard another rumble and looked up. The clouds visible through the crater high above his head were black, and a dense column of rain fell through into the mountain, flashing instantly to steam as it neared the molten rock below. The wind was chaotic. It whistled across the mountaintop, blowing sheets of rain in one direction, and then stopped for a moment, leaving the mountain eerily quiet, then gusted back in the opposite direction, twisting the falling rain into complex knots. Hiccup sighed and sat back down against Toothless' flank. "It looks like we're gonna be here for a while, Bud," he said. "There's no way you're flying out of here in that storm."

Hiccup closed his eyes and rested his head against Toothless's scales. Part of him didn't want to go back to Berk, instead wanting to do what he'd been planning to do three years ago, when he had won the "honour" of killing his first dragon: to take Toothless, fly off in a random direction, and find some distant land where the two of them could live out their lives in peace. That part of him spoke to his adventurous spirit. Ever since they founded the Dragon Academy, he'd been itching to take Toothless out past the edges of his father's old map and see what they could find out there.

However, another part of his mind reminded him of everything that had changed over the last three years. He was no longer the village nuisance; he'd earned the respect of his tribe, the love of his father, and even Astrid's friendship. As much as it pained him to admit it, even if Astrid didn't return his feelings, she was still a friend that he cared for, and running away would undoubtedly hurt her.

Sighing, Hiccup shifted to a more comfortable position against Toothless' side, pulled out his notepad and began to sketch the inside of the dragons' nest, trying to lose his thoughts amongst the vast whiteness of the page, and his stark black pencil strokes.

* * *

><p>Stormfly lurched violently to one side as the wind buffeted against her, nearly throwing Astrid from her back. "Easy there, girl," Astrid said, resting a hand reassuringly on the Nadder's neck. With her other hand, she shielded her eyes from the driving rain as the Twins herded the last group of the Island's sheep into the Great Hall.<p>

"That's the last of them, Astrid!" Stoick called from his position, holding open the great doors, his powerful voice ringing out clearly over the noise of the storm.

Stormfly dropped down to the ground just before the Great Hall's threshold. She paused for a moment, and Astrid looked back at the raging tempest. Hiccup was out there somewhere.

"Astrid!" Stoick intruded on her thoughts. "Hurry up and get inside! I need to get these doors shut now!"

"No!" Astrid replied, straining to make herself heard over the storm. "I need to go find Hiccup!"

"I don't have time for this Astrid. Get inside, now!" Stoick ordered. "It's too dangerous out here to go looking for Hiccup."

"No!" Astrid repeated. "Hiccup would do it for any of us in a heartbeat!"

Stoick hesitated a moment. "Fine," he growled. "Go look for him if you must. But I'm not opening these doors again until the storm passes."

"I understand."

Stoick locked gazes with her. "Good luck out there. Gods be with you."

With that, he was gone. He slipped inside the Great Hall, and the doors closed with a solid thud. Astrid briefly wondered what she was even going to say to Hiccup if she found him, and how he would even respond to her presence, knowing that he ran away to avoid her. She shook her head. She'd cross that bridge when she gets to it. First she needed to find Hiccup.

"Come on Stormfly, Let's go find Toothless," she instructed, leaning down to pat the Nadder's flank.

Stormfly growled an affirmative and leapt back into the air, heading for the mountains. Astrid knew that it was a long shot. The Meadow was too exposed for Hiccup to be sheltering from the storm there, but she'd crisscrossed the rest of the island herding the animals and seen no sign of him. In fact, the whole island had been strangely quiet that day. Most of the usual dragon roosts around Berk were completely abandoned.

Lightning crashed overhead, and Stormfly instinctively flinched, jerking to the left, towards the western coast of the island. Astrid started to correct Stormfly's path, then stopped suddenly.

"That's it!" she exclaimed. "Stormfly, you're a genius!" Toothless, like all dragons, would have been able to sense the storm coming the previous night, and his natural instinct would have been to fly back to his nest to take shelter.

"Change of plans girl," she said, crouching low against Stormfly's neck. "We're heading to Dragon Island."

Astrid knew that on a clear day, it was possible to make out the peak of Helheim's Gate from the shores of Berk. Today, though, visibility was barely more than twenty feet. She and Stormfly flew low over the ocean to avoid getting lost in the clouds. However that meant that they had to contend with the spray being thrown up from the crashing waves, as well as the driving rain. The wind was brutal. Stormfly was constantly being buffeted from side to side. If that wasn't enough, occasionally they'd get caught in a downdraft and suddenly drop twenty or thirty feet before Stormfly recovered.

Astrid felt a surge of pride for her dragon. Despite Thor's best efforts to halt their progress, Stormfly doggedly pushed on through it all, never once trying to turn tail and head back to the shelter of Berk. Nevertheless, Astrid could tell that she was tiring. Every time they got hit by a downdraft it took her a little longer to get back up to altitude, and gradually, her wing-strokes slowed and her breathing became more and more ragged.

By the time the shores of Dragon Island came into view, her wing beats had slowed by half, and they were skimming over the surface of the ocean, barely clearing the crests of the waves. Getting hit by another downdraft at this point would almost certainly send them crashing into the icy waters below.

Astrid was so focused on the island ahead of them that she didn't notice the danger they were flying into before it was too late. The air around them was still for an instant. Then Stormfly lurched to one side as they were suddenly caught in a powerful updraft. Stormfly battled furiously to escape, but her exhausted muscles couldn't muster enough strength to free them from the rising column of air. She let out a roar of frustration at her helplessness.

* * *

><p>Hiccup closed his eyes, resting his head against Toothless' flank as he listened to the sounds of the storm raging outside. He imagined what the inhabitants of Berk were doing at this moment, crowding around the fires in the Great Hall as the storm battered against the thick oak doors.<p>

A crack of thunder rang out, reverberating around the inside of the hollow mountain. Hiccup felt Toothless flinch slightly, his tail unconsciously coiling around Hiccup. Thor's hammer sounded again. Toothless whined and swung his head around, nuzzling into his Rider's lap. Hiccup wordlessly stroked his friend's neck, offering what little comfort he could. All dragons had an innate fear of storms, and even 'the unholy offspring of lightning and death' was no exception.

Toothless yanked his head out of Hiccup's hands. Suddenly alert, he tilted his head from side to side, searching for something.

"What is it, bud?" Hiccup whispered, quickly getting to his feet. "What do you hear?"

Seconds later, Hiccup got his answer: the unmistakable cry of a Nadder in distress. No wild dragon would be foolish enough to fly in this storm. That sound meant only one thing, and only one person. Hiccup quickly clambered onto Toothless' back, locking his false leg into place. "Storm or no storm, Bud, we've got to help them."

Toothless responded immediately, leaping into the air, heading up towards the peak of the mountain.

The wind nearly tore Hiccup from the saddle as they rose above the rim of the crater. Almost instantly the rain soaked through his clothes. Toothless had to dig his claws into the crumbling rock at the crater's edge to stay grounded as the wind viciously tugged at his wings. Hiccup squinted through the torrential downpour, desperately trying to find Astrid and Stormfly in the swirling clouds. Stormfly cried out again, and at last Hiccup found them. Stormfly was caught in a nasty wind shear, eyes wide with fear. She frantically beat her wings trying to escape, but it was to no avail. On her back, Astrid clung on for dear life.

"Astrid!" Hiccup shouted, but the storm swept his voice away.

"Come on Bud, we've got to get to them!" He crouched low against Toothless' neck.

Toothless roared their presence to Astrid and Stormfly and pushed off from the rim of the crater. As soon as Toothless' claws left the rock, the wind tried to send them spiralling into the mountainside. It took every iota of skill and experience Hiccup had built up over three years of flying Toothless to hold them on course as they battled towards Stormfly.

"Astrid!" Hiccup called again.

This time she heard. "Hiccup!" she responded in a panicked shout. "What are you doing!? You'll get yourself killed!"

"Follow us!" Hiccup shouted back, trying to keep his voice calm, despite the raging storm. "We'll lead you out!"

He braced himself against Toothless' neck as they plunged into the wind shear. The storm buffeted them from side to side as the shear took hold, violently yanking them upwards. He looked over his shoulder at Astrid and Stormfly.

"We're going to get out of this," he told them. "Just stay on Toothless' tail and you'll be fine."

"Now—" Hiccup was cut off an almighty gust of wind knocked Toothless to one side and tore a terrified scream from Astrid's throat.

Toothless quickly righted himself, and dragon and rider looked on in horror at the scene before them. The gust had knocked Stormfly clear of the updraft, but in the process, had torn Astrid from the saddle. Reacting quickly, Stormfly folded her wings and dived after her rider.

The next few moments were a blur to Hiccup. Simultaneously he heard a deafening boom of thunder and felt an immense heat at his back. Then, a heartbeat later, his world span as Toothless tumbled out of the sky. A moment's glance behind him confirmed what he already knew. A bolt of lightning had incinerated much of the replacement tail fin. Another gust of wind impacted them, and Hiccup was ripped from the saddle. An instant later he jerked to a stop as his safety line held for a moment, then snapped. Toothless roared in dismay as he spiralled away from his rider. Hiccup spread his arms and legs to slow his descent, and focused on his Night Fury, ignoring the raging seas rapidly rushing towards them.

"Toothless!" he cried. "Focus on me! You can do this!"

Precious seconds ticked by as Toothless struggled to control his fall. Finally he managed to stabilize. He rolled onto his back, just below Hiccup.

The last thing Hiccup remembered was Toothless' wings closing around him before everything went black.

* * *
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**Chapter 4: Coming Back Around**

Hiccup coughed and spluttered, doubling over as he expelled the last of the foul-tasting seawater from his lungs. Clearing his throat a final time, he straightened up, wincing as his battered body protested. He felt like he'd picked a fight with a Monstrous Nightmare, but as far as he could tell, nothing was broken. Scrambling up a nearby dune, Hiccup surveyed his surroundings. He and Toothless had washed up on a rough sandy beach that extended as far as he could see to his left and right. In front of him, an undulating field of sand dunes stretched out for at least a mile, to the edge of a forest he could just make out in the distance. Behind him was only the open ocean.

Hiccup sighed as Toothless ambled up beside him, and sat down with a huff. "Well bud, unless you have any idea where we are, I think we're lost."

Toothless grunted dejectedly.

Hiccup stroked the Night Fury's neck reassuringly. "Don't worry buddy, we'll get back home. I'll think of something." He pulled his attention away from the landscape, and focused on his dragon. For a long moment he stared wordlessly into a large, emerald eye.

"Are you okay bud?" he asked. "That fall was pretty hard."

Toothless whined and swung his tail in front of Hiccup.

Hiccup crouched and examined the remains of the replacement tail fin. As he expected, a few blackened scraps of cloth were all that remained of the red canvas that had made up the majority of the fin. That wasn't too much of a concern to him, as Toothless carried replacement canvas. More troubling, however, were the metal rods that gave the tail strength and rigidity; they were bent and twisted into an ugly tangle of blackened steel. Even if he fitted the replacement fabric, there was no way that Toothless was going to be able to fly with the tail in its current state. Standing, Hiccup quickly examined the rest of Toothless' flight gear and thanked the gods that the delicate control systems around the saddle were undamaged.

Suddenly, a high-pitched keening shattered the relative tranquillity of the beach. _Stormfly!_

Hiccup's feet skidded on the loose sand as he spun around and sprinted towards the source of the sound. Stormfly had washed up only a short distance away, initially concealed from view by a dip in the land. She was crouched protectively over a motionless blue lump. As Hiccup watched she raised her head and let out another mournful keen.

_No! Please don't be..._

Hiccup slid to a stop beside Stormfly and dropped to his knees. Astrid was lying face-down in the sand, her skin frightfully pale. Hiccup gingerly rolled her over and positioned his ear just above her lips. Panic gripped at his chest when he realised she wasn't breathing. He clasped his hands together and began rapidly compressing Astrid's chest, as he had seen his father do four years ago, when a trade ship capsized in a storm off the coast of Berk. He counted out thirty compressions, then shifted his position, holding her nose in one hand and her chin in the other. Taking a deep breath, Hiccup fitted his lips to hers and forced the air into her lungs. He felt his face heat up at the intimacy of the act, but ignored it. He pushed another breath into her, then returned to compressing her chest. He winced as he felt a rib snap under the pressure. _Come on, come on..._ he prayed. He counted thirty more compressions and another breath into her lungs before, at last, he felt her weakly cough against his lips. Hiccup gently rolled her over and held her head as she coughed up a small puddle of seawater.

"Hiccup?" Astrid croaked feebly

Hiccup rolled her back so she was looking up at him.

"I'm here Astrid."

Astrid tried to sit up, only to gasp in pain and fall back, clutching her side.

"Be careful. I... well, you've cracked a rib or two," Hiccup said, standing and offering her a hand. She refused the offered hand and instead opted to tightly grip Stormfly's head and allow the Nadder to pull her to her feet.

She grunted in pain and swayed on her feet for a moment, before regaining her balance, leaning heavily on the dragon for support.

"Are you okay?" Hiccup asked, concerned.

"I'll live," she responded curtly. "Now, do you have any idea where in Hel's name we are?"

Hiccup shook his head, he desperately wanted to ask Astrid about what happened at the ceremony but knew now was not the time.

"Right, first priority: we need to get off this beach and find shelter." Astrid spoke quickly and authoritatively.

Hiccup nodded in agreement; this was basic survival skills. At the moment the weather was fine—the sun shining high overhead in a clear blue sky—but they both knew how quickly the weather could turn in the Barbaric Archipelago.

Hiccup grabbed Astrid's arm as she turned to mount Stormfly, "Wait!" he exclaimed. "Toothless' tail was damaged in the crash, he can't fly."

Astrid swore. "Then we walk." With that, she turned and set off at a brisk pace across the sand dunes towards the forest, with Stormfly following close behind.

Toothless looked from Astrid to Hiccup, letting out a confused grumble. Hiccup turned to his Night Fury and shrugged. "I don't know bud, I just don't know..."

Hiccup sighed and jogged to catch up with Astrid.

A long silence stretched out between them as they walked. The shifting sand underfoot made progress difficult for both of them. However things were worse for Hiccup, as with every step his false leg dug into the sand. If Astrid was aware of his difficulties, she didn't show it. Despite the pain she must have felt from her broken ribs, she set a relentless pace across the dunes. After several more minutes of just the sound of their footsteps in the sand, Hiccup finally broke the silence.

"Astrid... " he began.

"What?" she asked, irritably.

Hiccup mustered his courage. "About what happened at the ceremony..."

Astrid cut him off. "I don't want to talk about it."

Hiccup stepped in front of Astrid, blocking her path. "Please Astrid," he begged. "I won't get angry at you, I promise. Just please... talk to me."

"I said I don't want to talk about it."

Hiccup wordlessly held his ground.

"Please," her voice cracked, and Hiccup saw a flicker of emotion cross her face, "let's not do this now."

Hiccup wordlessly stood aside and let her pass. If he knew anything about Astrid Hofferson for certain, it was that no force on earth could make her do something against her will. Sighing to himself, he trudged after her in silence.

The sun had passed its zenith by the time they reached the edge of the forest. The hot sun on their backs combined with the effort of crossing the dunes had quickly dried their soaked clothes, leaving them encrusted with salty residue.

Up close, Hiccup realised this forest was different from ones he was familiar with. Rather than the towering pines he was used to, the trees here were broad, with large flat leaves. Enough light filtered down through the canopy that patches of lush grass and wildflowers grew in the spaces between the trees. Astrid knelt down on one knee to study a set of prints in the dirt. Hiccup examined them over her shoulder.

The prints reminded him of Elk footprints that he'd seen occasionally on Berk, albeit much smaller and narrower.

"Well, at least we won't starve," he remarked.

Astrid grunted in response and looked up at the sky. "We'd better split up if we're going to find somewhere to shelter before nightfall." She stood, hissing in pain and clutching at her side.

Hiccup instinctively took a step forwards and reached out to help her, then stopped himself.

"Are you sure you're okay?" he asked. "You should let me take a look at those ribs."

"We're Vikings, Hiccup," she replied. "I can put up with some broken ribs for a few hours."

With that, she turned and stalked off into the forest, snapping her fingers for Stormfly to follow.

Hiccup let out a long sigh and turned to where Toothless was rolling blissfully in the lush grass in stark contrast to his inner turmoil. _Will our friendship ever be the same again?_ He asked himself. Hiccup shook his head to clear his thoughts. "Come on bud," he said to Toothless and trotted off into the forest in the opposite direction to Astrid.

Hiccup tried to put thoughts of Astrid out of his head for the moment and enjoy his surroundings. Growing up as a social outcast on Berk, he'd spent many long hours walking in the woods behind his home and had developed a deep appreciation for the beauty of the wild.

His thoughts were suddenly brought back to the present when he almost tripped over a small stream that gurgled through the forest. The stream looped between the trees to his left and across the dunes to his right, before joining the sea. Hiccup knelt and took a long drink from the stream.

The water was cool and clear. Refreshed, he stood, and with no better idea for where to look, he decided to follow the stream further inland. Toothless roamed ahead of Hiccup like an excitable puppy, sniffing around the bases of trees and sticking his nose into bushes and clumps of long grass. More than once, he jerked his head back in surprise as he disturbed a nest of birds or small rodents. Despite himself, Hiccup found himself smiling at Toothless' exuberance.

A short while later, Hiccup found his path blocked by a rock wall that rose suddenly from the forest floor. The rugged cliff face was easily a hundred feet tall and slightly concave. A narrow waterfall tumbled from the top of the cliff. The water plummeted to the forest floor below, where it formed a small but deep pool, before flowing into the stream Hiccup had followed. Behind the pool, an overhang from the cliff formed a sheltered area, just large enough to protect two dragons and riders from the elements. The whole scene reminded Hiccup of the cove back on Berk where he'd forged his forbidden friendship with Toothless. He took a deep breath and felt himself relax.

"If you'd like to do the honours, Toothless."

Toothless roared happily and launched a fireball into the air. A second later, an explosion shook the canopy as the projectile detonated. Satisfied that Astrid and Stormfly knew where to find them, Hiccup left Toothless splashing around in the pool, and set off to gather wood for a fire.

Stormfly was coming in to land by the pool when Hiccup emerged from the forest, carrying an armful of firewood. He watched as Astrid heavily dropped to the ground, clutching at her side. She looked up as Hiccup approached.

"Good idea," she said, noticing the bundle in Hiccup's arms. "I'll help."

Hiccup dropped the bundle at her feet. "No you won't," he grunted. "You've been walking around all day with broken ribs. You need to rest."

Astrid's eyes flashed dangerously. Hiccup sighed inwardly. This was the Astrid that he fell in love with: indomitable, and fiercely independent. He cut her off before she could object.

"No. We could be stuck here for several weeks, so I don't want you making your injury worse because you were too stubborn to listen." Turning to Toothless he added, "Make sure she doesn't move."

The sun was starting to set by the time Hiccup returned with a second load of firewood, and already the air temperature was dropping. Astrid had started a small fire on the far side of the pool, just in front of the overhang. She was sat on a boulder nearby, staring into the flames and poking the fire with a twig. Stormfly and Toothless lounged on either side of her.

Hiccup dropped the firewood nearby, and headed over to Toothless. A small leather pouch was attached to the saddle. He reached into this and retrieved his small stash of emergency items. Hiccup spread the replacement canvas for Toothless' tail out on the ground and set the other items on top of it. There was a short dagger in a leather sheath, a small collection of useful herbs, including a tuft of dried Dragonnip, and the item Hiccup was looking for, a tightly-wound roll of cloth. He picked up the cloth and turned back to Astrid.

"Come on, let's have a look at those ribs," he said, holding up the roll.

Astrid threw the twig into the fire and stood up, turning to face Hiccup.

Hiccup took a step towards her and coughed awkwardly, feeling his cheeks redden. "Lift up your ... uh ... shirt."

Astrid's eyes bored into him for a long moment. "Let's get this over with," she sighed. She grabbed the bottom of her vest and pulled it up, exposing her toned stomach to the air. Hiccup tried to ignore the exposed skin and instead focus on the blotchy purple bruise that ran down her left side. The skin at the centre of the bruise was broken, where the sharp end of the bone had pierced her chest from the inside. A small trickle of blood ran down her side from the wound. _Ouch_, he thought. He cautiously extended his hand and gently touched the bruise. Astrid flinched and hissed in pain.

Hiccup was by no means an expert in the healers' arts, but he'd spent a few afternoons with Gothi and had picked up some of the basics. He bound Astrid's injury as best he could, then took a step back, examining his handiwork.

"There," he said. "With any luck, that will stop the bone from moving too much, and help it set straight."

Astrid gently lowered her vest over the bandage. "Thank you," she said softly.

"Don't be so hasty," Hiccup replied dryly. "Wait and see if it heals first, then thank me"

"Not just for my ribs," she continued. "In the storm, you and Toothless risked your lives to help me and Stormfly, and this morning, you saved my life." She hesitated, then dropped her voice until it was barely audible. "I'm in your debt, Hiccup."

Hiccup looked at Astrid carefully. She'd been acting strangely all day. First she gave him the stonewall treatment, then she said she owed him her life? _The crash must have really shaken her_, Hiccup thought. They'd saved each other's lives countless times in the last three years, and neither of them had given it a second thought before now.

Hiccup waved his hand dismissively, and sat down on another boulder. "It was nothing."

Astrid said nothing, and sat down across the fire from him.

"So what's our next move from here?" Hiccup asked, eager to keep the conversation going.

Astrid paused to consider her response, and for a moment Hiccup feared she wouldn't answer. "Food is our next priority," she replied eventually. "I saw a few more sets of tracks in the forest, and I think some of the plants around here are edible. I'll head out at first light tomorrow and see what I can find."

"Toothless and Stormfly could catch fish for us," Hiccup suggested.

"Unless we can find a source of fish nearby, I'd rather not have them so far away. Who knows what kind of wild animals or dragons could live here?" Astrid glanced at Toothless. "Besides, some of us aren't as accustomed to the taste of dragon saliva as you are."

Hiccup chuckled. "Point taken. And after that?"

She hesitated for a moment. "I don't know," she replied eventually. "The only thing that I can think of is to start exploring this island and hope we see some landmark that lets us know how to get back to Berk, but..." she trailed off, leaving the unspoken question hanging in the air: _What if they didn't find anything?_

Hiccup shrugged. "It's as good a plan as any I can come up with."

Astrid gave Toothless a long glance. "What about his tail?" she asked, gesturing to the Night Fury. "Can you fix it?"

Hiccup was silent for almost a full minute, considering. The damage to the tail was extensive, but...

"Yes," he replied. "It won't stand up to any hard manoeuvring, but I think I can rig something that will work."

"Then it's a plan," Astrid said. "Tomorrow, you fix Toothless' tail, and I'll forage for supplies. Then, the day after tomorrow, we start looking for a way home."

Hiccup glanced up at the sky. While they had been talking, the sun had slipped below the horizon and the moon and stars had emerged. "We'd better get some rest if we're going to be up at first light," he said, standing.

He wandered over to the area under the overhang and eyed the rocky ground distastefully. "It's not going to be comfortable," he muttered to himself, sweeping an area clear of stones, "but I guess I'd better get used to it."

Hiccup started as Toothless brushed past him without warning. Toothless circled a few times in the area Hiccup had cleared, before curling up and resting his head on his forelegs. He raised a wing and looked up at Hiccup expectantly.

"Fine," Hiccup replied, walking over to him, "but people are going to start saying things about us if we keep this up."

He stepped over Toothless' tail and lay down against his side. Toothless curled slightly more tightly around Hiccup, then, making a contented noise in his chest, draped a wing over him, enclosing Hiccup in a living tent.

For a long time, Hiccup simply lay there, marvelling at the play of the firelight through Toothless' wing membrane.

Finally alone with his thoughts, his mind drifted to thoughts of Astrid, and the events of the spring equinox. To his surprise, he found that the feelings of betrayal that he'd felt at the ceremony had disappeared. Thinking about Astrid and Snotlout being together still hurt, but the anger was gone.

_Having a brush with death really does give you a new perspective on life_, he thought.

Hiccup sighed and shifted to a more comfortable position against Toothless. Unbidden, memories of happy moments spent with Astrid from the last three years drifted through his mind. _I don't want to lose that_, Hiccup thought, _but what am I willing to sacrifice to keep it?_

Hiccup's feelings about Astrid were a tangled mess, but there was one thing he knew for certain. The bond of trust and friendship that they shared was one of the most cherished things in his life, second only to his relationship with Toothless. His attraction to her was strong, but deep inside he knew that it wasn't worth risking their friendship on an attempt to court her, when it was apparent that her feelings lay elsewhere. Hiccup sighed deeply; he knew that he was young, and that first loves often didn't end in a long-lasting relationship, but that did nothing to calm the tempest of emotions roiling in his chest.

He was suddenly jolted from his thoughts by a low growl next to his ear. Hiccup looked over at Toothless' head, just beside his own. In the dim light that filtered through his wing membranes, Hiccup could just make out Toothless' eyes darting back and forth under their lids, and his front paws twitching beneath his head.

_He must be dreaming_, Hiccup thought with a smile.

Hiccup yawned and felt the exhaustion of the day hit him full force. Resting his head against his Night Fury's side, he closed his eyes and allowed unconsciousness to claim him.

* * *
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><p><strong>Chapter 5: Life or Death<strong>

A light gust of wind rustled the forest canopy below, causing Stormfly to wobble slightly in flight. Astrid suppressed a gasp as she felt her wound twinge in response to the movement. Hiccup had been right; she'd been a stubborn fool yesterday, and now she was paying the price. She rubbed her eyes sleepily. Getting to sleep on the hard, rocky ground had been difficult enough, and every time she managed to drift off, she'd shift slightly in her sleep and wake up to a jolt of pain from her ribs.

She and Stormfly had left their makeshift camp at the first sign of dawn's light in the sky, leaving Hiccup still asleep beneath Toothless' wing. She felt a pang of envy as she thought of the pair. Hiccup and Toothless were so close that sometimes it almost seemed like they could read each other's thoughts. She envied the beautiful simplicity of their friendship; they both knew that the other always had their back, no matter what.

The sharp snap of a twig, followed by a flutter of startled birds, shook Astrid from her reverie. She quickly scanned the ocean of green on either side of Stormfly's neck, searching for the source of the disturbance. A flicker of movement caught her eye, and a moment later she glimpsed a flash of brown fur through a gap in the canopy.

"There!" Astrid exclaimed in an excited whisper, nudging Stormfly's head in the right direction. The Deadly Nadder squawked in response, wings beating faster as she accelerated in pursuit of their prey.

"Lower, Stormfly," Astrid instructed, pressing herself against the dragon's neck. The pain from her ribs was momentarily forgotten in the thrill of the hunt. Stormfly descended until her talons were barely missing the tops of the trees. Astrid spotted a small clearing coming up in the canopy.

"Get ready, girl."

A small herd of deer stampeded out of the forest, bounding across the open space.

"Now!"

Stormfly screeched and flared her wings, almost bringing them to a complete stop. Then, a heartbeat later, she rotated her wing-shoulders, angling her nose upwards, while whipping her tail forwards. Stormfly released her spines a moment later, shooting a narrow fan of projectiles towards the clearing. Astrid watched as two of the deer stumbled and fell.

"Good job girl!" she said, patting Stormfly's neck as they glided down towards the clearing.

Astrid gritted her teeth as Stormfly flared her wings just above the forest floor. Stormfly landed gently on the edge of clearing, but the impact was still enough to send a lance of pain up her side. Taking a deep breath, she slid off Stormfly's neck and dropped to the ground, stumbling slightly as her wounded side protested.

Reaching down, she pulled one of Stormfly's spines out of the ground, careful to avoid the venomous tip, and gripped it point down, like a dagger. _Not my first choice of weapon_, she thought,_ but at least it's better than a sharpened stick._

Stormfly's spines had brought down two of the deer: a young buck, and a slightly smaller doe. The spine had caught the buck in the neck, killing it in seconds, while the doe had been hit on the flank, and was still weakly struggling on the ground. Tightening her grip on the spine, Astrid dropped to her knees beside the dying animal and put it out of its misery with a quick stab to the neck.

Taking a deep breath, she looked up from her kill. The forest was deathly quiet, the birds and other animals scared away by Stormfly's approach. The only sounds Astrid could hear were Stormfly's heavy panting and the faint rustling of the wind moving through the trees. Suddenly, the quiet was shattered by the loud report of a breaking twig. Yanking the spine out of the deer's neck, Astrid whirled around.

Crouched just on the edge of the clearing was a dragon.

The dragon was shaped vaguely like Stormfly, with two powerful legs and a single pair of wings. Its hide was the colour of new spring growth and mottled with pale yellow patterns. Growling deeply, the dragon crept further into the clearing. It walked like a Monstrous Nightmare, using the hooked claws on the leading edge of its wings in place of front legs. Astrid glanced at the spine clenched in her hand, then quickly discounted it. Without a proper weapon she didn't stand a chance of besting this dragon in open combat.

Looking back, she sized up the newcomer. The dragon was creeping slowly towards her, casting wary glances between her and Stormfly. Its head was longer and thinner than Stormfly's, with a large bony projection sticking out from its chin. Thankfully, its smooth hide seemed to lack the Nadder's spines; however Astrid could tell that it was built for speed. If she tried to run, it would be on her before she could even reach Stormfly.

Taking a deep breath, Astrid closed her eyes and drew on every scrap of Hiccup's dragon taming lessons she could remember. Opening her eyes, she slowly extended her arm in front of her and dropped the spine to the ground. The new dragon stopped and looked at her quizzically. Astrid let out her breath. Taking care not to make any sudden movements, she stood up out of her crouch and cautiously took a step forwards. The dragon's head snapped towards her and it growled threateningly. Stormfly responded an instant later with a rattle of spines and an aggressive hiss. Astrid dared to glance away from the newcomer for a moment. Stormfly was crouched maybe ten paces behind her, her eyes locked on the other dragon. Astrid recognised Stormfly's posture instantly; she was poised to pounce on the newcomer at a moment's notice.

"Easy girl, I've got this one," she said, forcing her voice to remain calm.

Stormfly shuffled her wings and adopted a more relaxed posture, although her gaze never left the other dragon.

Astrid turned her gaze back to the newcomer. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed that her foot had come down a short distance from the dropped spine. With a quick flick of her leg, she kicked it away into the undergrowth. Cautiously, she extended her arm palm-forwards towards the new dragon.

"Hey there," she greeted it, trying to sound as friendly as possible. "We don't mean you any harm."

The dragon looked up at her, tilting its head slightly as she spoke. As it did, Astrid noticed a long scar that ran down the right side of its muzzle, narrowly missing its eye.

She dared to take another step towards the beast. "See? I'm not going to hurt you."

The dragon shuffled a step towards her.

"That's it, there's nothing to be afraid of."

She took another step forwards and the dragon did the same.

Astrid's breath caught in her throat when she felt the dragon's hot breath on her outstretched palm. She froze, her hand just inches away from its muzzle. If something startled it now and it attacked, she was almost certainly dead.

Her frantic heartbeat counted out the seconds as the dragon made up its mind.

Astrid almost fainted with relief when she felt the dragon press its warm, scaly muzzle into her palm. Letting out the breath she had been holding, Astrid flexed her hand, gently caressing its nose. As she did, she stared into its bright yellow eyes, studying her reflection in its slitted black pupils. A long moment passed between them, then some unknown threshold was crossed, and the dragon pulled away. It shook its head, grumbling to itself, then pushed past Astrid, heading for the deer that lay forgotten behind her. As it tore into the carcass, Astrid took the opportunity to examine the newcomer more closely. A thin wing membrane stretched between the rear of its hind legs and its body, forming a large pair of ventral fins, just behind the main wings. Its long tail was tipped with a pair of wide fins, similar to Toothless'.

_It must be adapted for flying between the trees_, Astrid realised. She looked over the rest of the Dragon's body. Its lithe form lacked the sheer musculature of the Berkian species, but it looked like it could be a match for even a Night Fury in the turns.

_Best not to stick around and find out_, she thought, backing slowly towards Stormfly.

With a grunt, she hauled herself onto the Nadder's back. Stormfly bent and picked up the other deer in her jaws, then leapt into the air. In a few wing-beats they rose above the forest canopy, and then, without prompting, Stormfly banked right, angling towards their campsite. Meanwhile, Astrid kept her gaze fixed on the dragon crouched in the clearing below. Its eyes flashed like gemstones in the morning sunlight as it looked up from its meal to watch them depart.

Despite the extra weight in Stormfly's jaws, the return flight was much quicker than the journey out, as Stormfly was able to fly directly to the camp, rather than ranging back and forth across the forest in search of prey. Hiccup was awake and hunched over the remains of Toothless' fin when Stormfly wheeled over the camp. He stopped what he was doing as he heard them approach and looked up to watch Stormfly land, shielding his eyes from the sun with one hand. He rushed over to them as soon as they touched down.

"Are you okay?" he asked. "I didn't expect you back so soon."

"I'm fine," Astrid replied, sliding down from Stormfly's neck. She stumbled as her feet hit the ground, and Hiccup stepped forwards to catch her before she could fall. She wordlessly accepted his help and quickly straightened up. "I'm fine," she repeated. "We had an ... encounter with a dragon in the forest."

Hiccup's eyes flashed with excitement, and he hastily dug inside his tunic for his notebook. "What species?" he asked.

"A new one."

Hiccup sat down on a nearby boulder, pulled his pencil from the notebook's spine, then opened it to a new page. He rattled off a series of questions, "Are you sure? How big was it? What did it look like? Did you see it breath fire?"

Astrid heard a shuffling sound behind her and turned to see Stormfly nosing the deer carcass that they brought with them. "Stormfly, no," she said sharply. The Nadder looked up at her and grunted, before stalking off to where Toothless was sunning himself nearby.

She turned back to see Hiccup looking up at her expectantly, his pencil poised just above the page. She set her back against a nearby rock and sat down, then launched into an account of her encounter with the dragon, spending several minutes relating every detail she could recall, from its approximate length and proportions to the colour of its scales and what she could deduce about its temperament.

Astrid watched Hiccup as she related the information, his eyes were practically glowing with excitement as he hunched over his notebook. His pencil was almost a blur as he hastily scrawled runes onto the paper.

Astrid was suddenly reminded of a time almost three years ago, when Hiccup had taken on the daunting task of updating the Book of Dragons with everything new they had learned about training dragons. As Hiccup was still recovering from losing his leg, she'd been given the unenviable task of looking after him by Stoick. Truth be told, she didn't mind it all that much; after riding Stormfly for the first time in the battle with the Green Death, they'd formed a close bond, and she wanted to find out everything she could about her and dragons in general. Also, Hiccup was more than willing to talk with her for hours on end while he worked on the book. They discussed everything, from the ins and outs of training certain species of dragon, to tales from their separate childhoods. For Astrid, the long hours with Hiccup had passed in a blur.

When she finished her account, Hiccup had written three full pages of notes, and drawn a rough sketch of the dragon from her description. Putting down his pencil, he sat back and stretched his writing hand. "There's nothing in the Book of Dragons which matches that description," he said, half to himself. Looking up at her, he continued, "You did well, Astrid, taming an unfamiliar species like that... I couldn't have done it better myself."

Astrid nodded slightly. "Thanks."

"There's just one more thing you have to do."

She raised an eyebrow. "And what's that?"

"Give the species a name, of course," Hiccup replied. "As you were the first to encounter one, you should have the honour."

"Great," she responded sarcastically.

If only Fishlegs were here, she thought. He was the one that was good at this... She thought for a minute. "I don't know," she began, "I figure 'forest' should be part of the name, and its wings kind of looked a bit like Toothless' so... Forest Fury?"

Hiccup shrugged. "It'll do." He scribbled a line of runes above the start of his notes.

Astrid glanced around for a new topic of conversation. Her gaze settled on Toothless' artificial tail fin, which Hiccup had been working on nearby. "How goes it?" she asked, gesturing to the dismantled fin.

"Better than I expected," he answered. "After I separated them, I discovered that most of the struts were salvageable, I'll only have to replace a couple of them. Give me an hour and I'll be ready for a test flight."

"Good," she replied, standing. She winced and clutched at her side as she pulled on her wound. "I'm fine," she said for the third time, noticing the concerned look on his face.

Hiccup didn't say anything and turned back to his work. Astrid followed him and picked up his knife from where it lay on the ground, then headed to where her kill from earlier lay. With practiced movements she skinned the animal and removed the deer's internal organs. She buried the ones she knew would attract scavengers and tossed the rest to the dragons. Standing, she hefted the carcass onto her shoulders, and with some difficulty, stashed it in the lower branches of a nearby tree. Then, with nothing else to do, she sat back down against the boulder and watched Hiccup work.

Hiccup picked up one of the struts from the tail and had Toothless heat the bent section with a narrow jet of white-hot flame. Then, using one of the boulders littered around the pool as an anvil and a fist-sized rock as a hammer, he pounded the rod until it was straight again. Satisfied, he set the rod aside and repeated the process on another two of them.

As he worked, Astrid's eyes were drawn to his exposed limbs. Perspiration beaded on his pale skin, flashing in the sunlight with each stroke of his arm. She found herself admiring the way his muscles rippled every time he brought his arm down. Compared to other male Vikings his age, Hiccup was as wimpy as Terrible Terror, but the physical lifestyle of a dragon rider and blacksmith's apprentice had given him a light but pleasing build.

Astrid shook her head, resisting the urge to bang her head against the boulder behind her_. What's wrong with me!?_ She thought. _I'm acting like I've never seen him work before! _She sighed quietly to herself as she recalled the events of the spring equinox. _Whatever might have eventually happened between us is gone now, after what I did to him_. The image of Hiccup's face after he stumbled upon her and Snotlout that night was burned into her mind. Whenever she closed her eyes she saw his looking back at her, heartbroken and accusatory.

Pushing away her dark thoughts, she refocused her attention on Hiccup. Having finished with the metal rods, he walked over to a nearby tree and snapped off a relatively straight section of branch. Returning to his work area, he carefully broke the branch into two equal lengths. Using his knife, he stripped the sections of bark and twigs, and carved the ends so they would attach to the main body of the tail. Picking up the replacement tail canvas, he pushed the metal rods into place, using the carved sticks in place of the irreparable struts. Finally, he attached the repaired fin to the harness that held it in place on Toothless' tail. Finished, he lifted the completed device with a flourish.

"Is it ready?" Astrid asked, climbing to her feet.

"It is." Hiccup nodded. "Like I said yesterday, I wouldn't want to fly into another storm with this thing, but it should hold long enough to get back to Berk."

"Well, I-"

Astrid never got to finish her reply, as at that moment, Toothless roared jubilantly and shoved past her, prancing excitedly around Hiccup. Hiccup laughed and scratched a sensitive spot on the underside of Toothless' neck, causing the Night Fury to purr in bliss. "Calm down bud," he said, still chuckling. "I'm just as excited to fly again as you are."

Watching them interact, Astrid once again felt the strange pang of envy from earlier that morning. Unbidden, Snotlout's words from the spring equinox echoed in her mind. _You'll never be as important to him as Toothless_, a voice whispered in her mind.

This is nothing new, she told herself angrily. I made my peace with that a long time ago. She sighed angrily; her brush with death the previous day had unsettled her more than she wanted to admit, and now she found herself considering thoughts and emotions that she had believed to be long-buried.

Hiccup looked up at her from where he was crouched by Toothless' tail. He didn't speak, but the question in his eyes was obvious. She ignored his unspoken query and instead gestured to Toothless' tail, "Are you ready?" she asked.

Hiccup tightened the final strap with a sharp tug. "No," he replied, climbing onto Toothless' back, "but let's do this anyway."

Astrid nodded and clambered onto Stormfly's back. With a metallic snap, Hiccup locked his false leg into the stirrup. "Well, it's been a good life..." he said to himself, then crouched and opened the tail.

Toothless roared joyously and launched himself into the air, surging upwards, wings beating rapidly. An instant later, Stormfly took off in pursuit, rising fast enough to make Astrid's eyes water. As soon as they were at a sufficient altitude, Toothless bugled triumphantly, and executed a tight loop-de-loop. Then, at last, he fell into level flight beside Stormfly.

"So much for 'no hard manoeuvring'!" Astrid shouted over the noise of the dragons' wings.

Hiccup laughed and glanced back at the tail, "Well, at least we know it works!"

Astrid shivered in the bitter wind as they banked towards the beach where they washed up the day before. Ahead of them, the clouds formed an ominous steely cathedral. "I don't like the look of that storm," she said to Hiccup.

"Me neither," he agreed. "We should have time for a quick test flight before it hits, though."

"I wonder..." Astrid thought aloud. "Could that be the same storm that stranded us here?"

"It's certainly possible," Hiccup replied, "although there's no way to tell for certain."

Unlike their arduous journey the previous day, on dragonback the trip back to the beach took only a few short minutes. As they flew out over the ocean, Hiccup leaned down and patted Toothless' neck. "Do you want to have some fun, bud?" he asked.

Toothless growled an affirmative and flared his wings, dropping back behind Stormfly. Before Astrid could even process what had happened, the Night Fury roared a challenge and snapped at Stormfly's tail. She barely had time to tighten her grip on the Nadder's neck before she pulled in one wing and rolled out of range of Toothless's jaws, bellowing a response to his challenge.

Astrid pressed herself tightly against Stormfly's neck, gritting her teeth as her ribs twinged. "Up, Stormfly!" she barked as soon they righted themselves. She might not have had a say in the start of this contest, but she was going to do everything she could to make sure that they came out on top. Stormfly growled and angled her nose upwards, wings beating rapidly as she strove to climb above Toothless. Hiccup realised what they were doing a moment later and directed Toothless upwards in pursuit.

Astrid knew that in a direct competition of flying strength between Toothless and Stormfly, the Nadder would lose out. She glanced over her shoulder and, sure enough, the Night Fury was rapidly gaining on them. If they wanted to win this 'game,' they would have to out-think both Hiccup and Toothless.

Toothless snapped at Stormfly's tail again. "Now Stormfly!" Astrid shouted. Stormfly screeched and pulled in her wings, flipping in mid-air so she was falling towards Toothless, talons-first. The Night Fury yelped in surprise and rolled to the right, barely getting out of the way in time. The sound of Hiccup's laughter met Astrid's ears as they rushed past, and moments later, she found herself laughing too, swept up in the simple, fierce joy of their competition.

For almost a half hour the two dragons cavorted through the skies, their riders alternating between directing their partners and simply clinging on for dear life. Despite Toothless' slight edge when it came to speed and maneuverability, Astrid and Stormfly knew their opponents too well, and the contest had no clear victor. For a short while, Astrid was able to forget the pain in her side and the strange emotions her brush with death had dredged up, and simply focus on the next move in their aerial duel.

The contest was abruptly brought to a close when, midway through a tight corkscrew, Toothless cried out and lost control, tumbling towards the sea below. With an almighty crash he hit the water, throwing up a gout of water as high as Stormfly's wingtips. Astrid frantically scanned the rolling waves for any sign of Hiccup or Toothless. She breathed a sigh of relief as they both bobbed to the surface a short distance away, and began to swim towards the shore. Stormfly noticed them at the same time and quickly angled down to intercept them, coming in for a running landing on the sand.

"What happened?" Astrid asked breathlessly as she dropped down from Stormfly's back.

"A mild calibration issue..." Hiccup replied as he waded out of the shallows.

She folded her arms and raised an eyebrow.

"Alright. It wasn't the tail," he explained, "That held up fine. One of the control lines came loose in the crash and I must have missed it when I inspected his flight gear yesterday. It just chose a rather unfortunate moment to detach completely. Hence..." He gestured to his soaked clothes.

"Can you fix it?"

"Yes, it's a simple matter of-" Hiccup shivered as the wind suddenly picked up. Moments later, a light drizzle began to fall.

Astrid glanced up at the slate-grey sky. "Well, fix it and let's get back to shelter before this gets any worse."

Hiccup knelt by Toothless' side and fiddled with the mechanisms around the stirrup. After a minute, he cursed and looked over at Astrid. "Give me a hand with this, would you?" he asked. "My hands are so cold I can barely feel what I'm doing."

Astrid walked over and knelt next to Hiccup. "Thanks," he said, glancing at her briefly. Turning back towards the saddle, he pointed to a thin leather cord with a damaged end. "That line needs to connect to the control rod here." He indicated a hole in a small metal lever. Astrid took the cord and threaded it through the hole, securing it with a simple knot. Hiccup tugged on the line, testing it. Then, satisfied that it would hold, swung himself onto Toothless' back. "Thank you," he said, looking down at her.

"Not a problem," she replied and turned towards where Stormfly was waiting.

The storm broke just as they were coming in to land. Thunder rumbled overhead, and the drizzle escalated into a torrential downpour, bringing the forest to life with the sound of raindrops falling on leaves. As soon as Stormfly's claws touched the ground, Astrid dropped from her back and ran for the shelter of the overhang, pausing only to grab the deer skin she had cut earlier on the way.

Hiccup joined her under the overhang a second later, gasping and shivering. His lips were nearly blue. This was bad. Astrid knew if he didn't get warmed up soon, he could die. She wrapped the deer skin around his shoulders and quickly built a fire, thanking the gods that she'd had the foresight to store their firewood under cover.

Her efforts were in vain, however. The rain was falling nearly parallel to the ground, and the wind howled as it gusted through the overhang. Even with the dragons sheltering the fire with their wings and using their own flames to light it, the damp twigs just wouldn't catch. "This is hopeless," Astrid muttered, throwing down the sticks in her hands.

She glanced over at Hiccup. He had barely moved since they'd landed and was staring out into the rain, an alarmingly blank expression on his face.

A gust of wind almost blinded Astrid as Toothless left the shelter of the overhang and padded out into the rain. Rearing up on his hind legs, he grabbed one of the boulders that lay beside the pool and carried it back to them. Placing the stone nearby, he dropped to all fours and breathed a steady stream of fire onto the rock. Stormfly joined in a moment later, and they quickly heated the rock until it glowed a dull red. Then, as they had done once before, the two dragons formed a circle around their riders and extended their wings, shielding them from the worst of the elements. Astrid immediately felt the air temperature increase slightly.

She gave Toothless a wordless look of thanks, then turned back to Hiccup, who still hadn't moved. She grabbed him by the shoulders and guided him towards the boulder. He looked up at her with glazed eyes. "Valka...?" he murmured, almost incoherent.

It took Astrid a moment to recognise the name of Hiccup's dead mother. "No Hiccup. It's me, Astrid."

Hiccup muttered something indecipherable, His eyes began to droop. Astrid shook him roughly. "Stay with me Hiccup!" she shouted "You can't go to sleep now!"

Dread clutched at Astrid's chest as his eyes continued to droop. "Come on Hiccup!" she pleaded desperately. "Who's going to fly Toothless without you_?" What am I going to do without you?_

The name of his dragon seemed to draw Hiccup from his stupor. He gripped her wrist weakly. "Astrid." He shivered violently. "If something goes wrong... just make sure they don't find Toothless."

For an instant, Astrid was transported back to the arena on Berk, just before Hiccup's doomed attempt to end the Vikings' violence against dragons. She stared into his eyes for a long moment. He was slipping away again. "Hiccup," she said gently. His eyes struggled to focus on her. "That's all over. You won. We don't fight dragons anymore; we _ride_ them."

A faint light of recognition dawned in Hiccup's eyes.

"Remember?" Astrid prompted. "You defeated the Green Death, and then we made peace with the dragons."

Hiccup tried to respond, but the chattering of his teeth rendered it unintelligible.

Astrid glanced back up at the dragons. The heated boulder was helping, but it wasn't enough. She looked back at Hiccup, half-crouched, shivering in his soaked clothes. An idea presented itself to her. Under any other circumstances she would have rejected it outright, but she knew it was her only option_. I've already ruined our relationship anyway_, she thought. _I can't possibly make it any worse._

Reaching over, she grabbed the bottom of his shirt, and tugged it upwards. Hiccup mumbled something, and feebly tried to resist. Astrid ignored his actions, and stripped him of his shirt and lower garment. She quickly shed her own outer clothing, and grabbed Hiccup from behind, wrapping the deer hide around both of them. She pulled him into a close embrace, pressing as much of her body against his ice-cold skin as she could manage, sharing her vital body-heat.

A hot flush of embarrassment rushed through Astrid, and she nearly pulled away, but her fear of losing him kept her in place. She was acutely aware of just how intimate their embrace was. Even when they'd kissed after the battle with the Green Death hadn't been this close.

In any other situation, Astrid would have never been this forward with Hiccup, but when the only other option was letting Berk's first and finest dragon tamer, and her best friend, die, she took it, no matter what had happened to their relationship in the last few days. She only hoped that Hiccup would understand her reasons if he recovered. _No, not if he recovers_, she told herself. _**When**__ he recover_s.

Gradually, she felt his shivers lessen, and heat begin to return to his extremities. All the while, Astrid talked to Hiccup. She knew that she had to keep him conscious, so she kept up a constant monologue. She told him everything she could think of, from memories of her childhood and their adventures together to half-remembered folk tales her grandfather had told her. She wasn't sure how much of her soliloquy Hiccup heard or understood, but it wasn't just for his benefit that she spoke. Focusing on maintaining her monologue helped distract her thoughts from what exactly she was doing with Hiccup.

An indeterminate amount of time later, when the world outside the overhang had faded into pitch darkness and the forest was only illuminated by intermittent flashes of lightning, Astrid paused for breath and felt Hiccup go limp in her arms. Panic clutched at her chest for a moment. Then, she felt his pulse against her skin, strong and steady, and heard the gentle rasp of his breathing, and let out a sigh of relief.

Moving gently, Astrid lowered Hiccup to the ground, and lay with him, still pressing close to share their body-heat. Without a word, the two dragons closed in around them, their overlapping wings forming a living roof above Astrid's head.

For several minutes she watched Hiccup sleep, then allowed unconsciousness to claim her as well.

* * *
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**Chapter 6: Hiccup's Promise**

Like a Scauldron surfacing from a long dive, Hiccup's mind slowly swam back to wakefulness. His mind was strangely fuzzy, as if he'd been woken from an exceptionally restful sleep, and it took him several seconds to recognize the rock overhang above him as where he and Astrid had made camp. He furrowed his brow, realising that he couldn't recall how he got here. He remembered fixing Toothless' tail and then setting out for a test flight with Astrid and Stormfly, but after that he couldn't be sure. He thought he remembered something about a storm and then suddenly being wet and cold, but his recollection was muddy and indistinct at best.

Only then did it occur to Hiccup that he could see bare rock above him, rather than the underside of Toothless' wing.

He tried raise his body to search for his dragon, but stopped abruptly as he felt something warm pressed tightly against him. Turning his head to investigate, Hiccup's heart skipped a beat as he beheld an unkempt mass of blonde hair. Astrid was snuggled against him, her forehead rested between his shoulder blades, and their legs were tangled together underneath the deer skin they shared. Blood rushed to his face a moment later as he realised that they were both dressed in just their underwear.

Hiccup took a shaky breath, trying not to pass out from the sudden rush. The breath caught in his throat as memories of the previous day came crashing back to him. His mind clear, he now realised that he'd nearly died of exposure after crashing into the sea with Toothless. Astrid had saved his life by initiating this embrace and sharing her warmth with him.

Taking another breath, he tried in vain to calm his racing heart and considered his next move. His logical mind told him he should separate himself from Astrid, before his embarrassment got even worse. However, another part of him argued that attempting to move would risk waking her and making things even worse. A third part, one that wasn't wracked by embarrassment and awkwardness, revelled in the feeling of Astrid's arms around him and sent shivers down his spine whenever he felt her move slightly in her sleep.

Unable to convince himself of the correct course of action, Hiccup remained where he was, listening to his frantic heartbeat and her slow, regular breathing. A minute passed, then another. Just as he started to convince himself to move, he felt Astrid's breathing quicken.

Astrid shifted slightly as she awoke, then froze as she became aware of him. Hiccup didn't move, hardly daring to breathe. A leaden silence stretched out as they awkwardly embraced, neither of them sure how to react. He felt Astrid try to move away, but she only succeeded in sending another rush of blood to his cheeks as her legs rubbed against his. Another few seconds of silence passed before Hiccup worked up the courage to speak.

"We should..." he began.

"Right," she replied quickly.

Hiccup felt Astrid shift again and this time moved to assist her. After a few seconds of awkward touches, they managed to separate themselves. Picking up his clothes from where Astrid had discarded them, Hiccup quickly dressed. The still-damp garments clung to his skin uncomfortably, but he ignored them.

Hiccup glanced at Astrid out of the corner of his eye. She was dressed and staring resolutely out into the forest, a slight blush on her cheeks. He opened his mouth to say something to her, but no words came out. He looked away.

They stayed like that for what felt like several minutes, neither of them moving or looking at the other. _What's wrong with us?_ Hiccup silently wondered. While that had been an awkward moment between them, it wasn't their first, and every time before they'd been able to simply laugh it off after a few moments. However, since the spring equinox, nothing was certain to Hiccup anymore.

A loud rumble from his stomach shook Hiccup from his thoughts. He remembered that neither of them had eaten yesterday, and his last meal had been a fish shared with Toothless back in Helheim's Gate.

Astrid looked at him for a moment, then cleared her throat. "Right." She gestured to the scattered pile of twigs at her feet. "If you can get a fire going, I'll see if that deer I caught yesterday is still there."

It took Hiccup a moment to find his voice. "Good idea," he replied and set about building a fire.

A short while later, Hiccup and Astrid sat on either side of the fire, roasting chunks of venison on long skewers cut from the branches of a nearby tree. Neither of them spoke; a heavy silence hanging over their camp like a pall. Hiccup tried to put the events of the morning behind him, but with nothing else to occupy his thoughts, his mind kept drifting back to the sensations of waking up with Astrid's arms around him. Every time his thoughts moved in that direction, his stomach churned, and a hot flush rushed to his cheeks. He silently thanked the gods that Astrid was seemingly too preoccupied with her own thoughts to notice his reaction.

Hiccup sighed mentally_, don't even bother thinking about it_, he told himself. _She only did it to save your life; you know she doesn't feel anything for you_. As if sensing his friend's dark mood, Toothless nuzzled gently against Hiccup's good leg, shaking him from his thoughts. "Thanks bud," Hiccup murmured, reaching down to scratch his friend's neck. The Night Fury hummed in response and arched his neck slightly, giving Hiccup better access.

"These should be just about done," Astrid announced, pulling her skewer from the flames.

Hiccup looked up at her for a second, then mirrored her action. Pulling the first chunk of Venison off the skewer, he bit into it eagerly. The meat was bland and lacked seasoning, but to Hiccup it was a feast fit for a chief.

Astrid was the first to finish her meal. Snapping her skewer in two, she threw both halves into the fire and stood up. "So, are we going to sit around here all day?" she asked, harshly, "or are we going to get started?"

Hiccup swallowed the last of his food and looked up. "On what?"

"Looking for a way off this damn island," she snapped back, "unless you plan on becoming a permanent resident here?"

Hiccup cringed at her harsh words. Over the last two days he'd thought that, even if they hadn't gotten over the events of the Spring Equinox, they were at least putting it behind them to focus on their current situation. However, now Astrid was back at his throat, like she had been on the beach after they washed up.

_You know I want to get back as much as you do_, Hiccup retorted silently.

"Of course," he replied, quickly getting to his feet. "The sooner we get started, the quicker we get back to Berk."

"So, what's the plan?" Astrid asked as they mounted their dragons.

Hiccup looked at her questioningly.

"You're the one who's always talking about wanting to go off and explore," she replied. "So, how should we go about this?"

Hiccup looked around for a few moments, considering his answer. "We've got a good campsite here, with shelter and a supply of fresh water," he began. "We shouldn't abandon that unless we have to. So I suggest that we remain based here for as long as possible. At dawn each morning we'll pick a direction and ride out for half a day, charting what we find along the way, then, at midday we'll turn around and head back here for nightfall."

Astrid nodded. "Makes sense."

"Hopefully we'll find what we're looking for somewhere within half a day's ride from here. If not, we'll relocate our camp and repeat the process until we find something."

Astrid glanced at the forest surrounding them on three sides. "So, where should we start?"

"We'll start by following the coastline from where we washed up. It should give us an idea of the shape of the land we're exploring if nothing else."

"Sounds like a plan," Astrid replied, nudging Stormfly into the air.

Toothless took off in pursuit and they quickly fell in alongside Stormfly. Together, the two dragons banked slightly and turned in a wide arc towards the beach. Almost without thinking, Hiccup adjusted the angle of the tail to compensate for the slight roll. As he did, he glanced down towards his right foot. The cable that Astrid had repaired yesterday was holding for now, but he'd have to keep an eye on it.

Arriving once more at the ocean's edge, the pair turned north and began following the gentle curve of the coastline. Trusting Toothless to keep them on course, Hiccup turned his attention away from the ground below and pulled out his notebook. Opening it to a fresh page, he marked a star at the centre. Then, across from the star, near the right-hand edge of the paper, he began to sketch a line, mimicking the contours of the coastline as closely as he could.

By the time he and Astrid turned around to head back to their camp, the line reached almost all the way to the top of the page and charted several miles of soft sand, rough pebbles and jagged cliffs.

At the end of the second day, Hiccup realised that the island was much bigger than either of them had expected. They'd spent a full day charting the coastline north and south of their starting position, and by his estimation, they had only covered a small fraction of the island's shores. It seemed likely that their search wasn't going to be completed in a couple of days, weeks, or even months were more realistic.

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Astrid quickly fell into a routine. Every morning they rose with the sun and flew out to explore the island, turning around just after it reached its zenith, to arrive back at their camp by nightfall. Most days, Astrid and Stormfly would catch that night's dinner during the flight back. However, one day, when they overflew a large inland lake, Toothless surprised Hiccup by diving down and stunning a whole shoal of fish with a single fireball, which the dragons were then able to easily scoop up from the surface of the water.<p>

The first week melded into a second, and quickly a third. Perhaps because they were the only two humans for miles around, or simply because they had no other way to pass the time on the long flights back to camp, Hiccup and Astrid slowly began to talk to each other again. However, by unspoken consent, there was one topic that neither of them brought up: the spring equinox. The events of that night were just too painful and awkward to even think about discussing.

Astrid's wounded ribs healed rapidly, and soon she was able to remove her bandage for the last time. A small half-inch scar on her side was the only evidence of Hiccup's desperate actions to save her life.

"I'm glad that's finally healed," she said, pulling her vest back down.

"Somebody I used to know told me that something was only fun if you got a scar out of it," Hiccup commented dryly from where he sat by their fire. "I wonder what happened to her?"

"She grew up," Astrid muttered, and sat down on the opposite side of the fire.

A moment of silence passed, then Hiccup reached into his tunic and pulled out his notebook, opening it to their map of the area. His original blank outline of the coast was now over half full with a detailed map of the wilderness that surrounded them.

"We're progressing faster than I expected," he announced. "Another week or two, and we'll be done here." He sighed, "And we're still no closer finding a way home."

Astrid looked over at him, concern in her eyes. "Hiccup," she began, "you said yourself that we might not find anything at first. If this island is as big as you say it is, then there has to be _something_ here that can help us. We just have to keep moving our camp until we find it. If you give up now, you're accepting the fact that we're stranded here for the rest of our lives, and I refuse to even consider that until we've scoured every inch of this island."

Hiccup looked up at her for a moment, surprised by her little speech. "Yes, you're right Astrid; I shouldn't have given up hope so quickly," he replied. "It might take a while, but eventually, we will find a way home."

Hiccup knew that she was right, so why didn't he believe his own words?

Astrid yawned, and glanced up at the rising moon. "It's getting late, we should get some rest."

Hiccup nodded and stood up, following Astrid towards the overhang. Toothless was already waiting for him in their usual spot. Greeting his dragon with a gentle rub of the nose, Hiccup lay down against the Night Fury's side, resting his head on one of Toothless' forelimbs. Toothless hummed contentedly, curling tightly around his friend's smaller form. The dragon raised a wing to cover Hiccup, but he stopped it with a gentle hand.

"Not yet bud," he whispered.

Toothless grunted and returned his wing to his side.

Sighing lightly, Hiccup looked over to where Astrid lay nearby. Unlike him, she slept bundled in a collection of skins from her catches, while Stormfly rested slightly further away. She had her back to him, so he couldn't tell for certain, but she looked to be already asleep.

Hiccup tried to think back to what his life had been like before he knew her. Immediately his mind went back to an image from the night he shot down Toothless. She was backlit by a fireball caused by the unlikely combination of unexploded Zippleback gas, and a Gronkle's lava shot, her hair gently ruffled by the blast. Back then, she'd been an unattainable ideal, a distant goddess, glimpsed only from across the forge and around street corners.

Since that night, Hiccup had gotten to know Astrid as the wonderful, flawed person that she really was, and his feelings for her had only grown. He'd thought that he was in love with her back then; now he knew it for certain. All of which made her actions at their coming of age ceremony that much more painful.

Hiccup sighed again, and felt something gently nudge the side of his head. Hiccup looked up and found himself staring into a large, green eye, only inches away from his face. Toothless crooned softly, his pupil visibly dilating. Hiccup reached up and tenderly stroked his friend's jawline.

"I know bud," he whispered, glancing over at Astrid. "We'll sort this out somehow... It's just going to take time."

Toothless murmured deep in his throat, covered Hiccup with a wing, and then rested his head back on his paws. Hiccup made himself comfortable against his Night Fury's scaly flank and closed his eyes.

"Goodnight Toothless," he whispered.

The large black dragon hummed quietly in response.

* * *

><p>Hiccup tried to put thoughts of his troubled relationship with Astrid out of his mind after that night, and the next twelve days passed with relatively little incident. However, on the last morning before they abandoned their camp by the overhang, they crashed back into his mind with the force of an angry Gronkle.<p>

"Come on," Hiccup said. "Let's just have a quick look inside. What's the worst that could happen?"

A couple of hours out from their camp, Hiccup had spotted a narrow cleft in the side of a cliff that rose up from the forest floor. They had landed just outside and were now debating whether or not to investigate further.

"We could be walking blindly into a dragon's nest, for one," Astrid responded irritably. She was still stood by Stormfly's side, and hadn't taken a step towards the cave since dismounting.

Hiccup glanced back at her from where he was stood by the entrance. "I promise we'll turn around and leave at the first sign of dragons," he said placatingly. "Okay?"

Astrid didn't move. "No," she objected. "We have no idea how stable the rock around here is. We could walk into that cave, then get crushed to death by cave-in. Or if the falling rocks don't kill us, we'll be trapped in there and starve to death!" She took a breath, then added, "That cave is a death trap if you ask me. We should carry on and forget we ever saw it."

"That cave," Hiccup began, turning to face her, "could contain our way back to Berk, and we won't know for certain unless we have a look inside." Astrid didn't seem convinced by his argument, so he tried a different tack. "What's the matter?" he asked teasingly. "Is 'Fearless' Astrid Hofferson, badass Viking warrior, afraid of the dark?"

Astrid narrowed her eyes at him, and Hiccup knew he was on to something.

"Scared of being attacked by trolls?" he continued mockingly. "Imagine what they'll say back home when I tell them this..."

Astrid snarled and stalked towards him. He flinched, expecting a blow, but instead, she paused in front of the cave entrance and took a deep breath.

"I am a Viking!" she growled, then shoved past him, marching purposefully into the cave.

Hiccup suppressed a chuckle, remembering his words upon encountering Toothless for the first time.

The gap in the cliff face was barely wide enough for Hiccup and Astrid's shoulders, so the dragons were going to have to remain outside.

"Stay here bud," Hiccup told Toothless.

The Night Fury tilted his head questioningly at Hiccup.

"We're just going to have a quick look around, okay?" he said reassuringly. "We'll be back soon."

Toothless grumbled and padded off to bask in the morning sunlight.

"Well, are you coming or not?" Astrid called from inside the cave.

Smiling to himself, Hiccup turned and followed Astrid into the darkness.

After the narrow entrance, the cave opened up into a long, narrow fissure in the rock, slightly wider than Hiccup's outstretched arms. Above him, a thin line of blue was visible where the fissure broke through to the surface at the top of the cliff. Just past the entrance, the floor of the cave dropped away sharply, vanishing downwards into darkness that the feeble light from above couldn't penetrate. A small pile of bones to one side of the entrance was the only sign the cave was inhabited. Somewhere in the distance Hiccup could hear the sound of running water.

"Well this was a waste of time," Hiccup muttered, coming up behind Astrid.

"Giving up already?" she asked.

"Well unless you've suddenly gained the ability to fly, I don't see a way forwards."

Astrid turned sideways and began to shuffle along a ledge that Hiccup had dismissed as being too narrow to bother with.

"Astrid, I'm not sure that's..." he began.

"What's the matter? Is the legendary 'Dragon Conqueror' of Berk scared of heights?" she interrupted, managing a half-decent impression of him.

Hiccup cursed under his breath. "It's not the fall that's the problem, it's the sudden stop at the bottom that bothers me," he muttered, and followed Astrid onto the ledge. He pressed his back against the rough rock wall and tried not to look down at the darkness that awaited him if he lost his footing.

A few paces away from the entrance, his worst nightmare came true. His false leg skidded on a patch of loose rocks, sending a small shower of pebbles skittering into the void. Hiccup would have followed them if not for Astrid suddenly grabbing the back of his tunic.

"Thank-"

The ground underneath Hiccup's good leg dropped by half an inch.

_Oh no._

Further conscious thought became impossible as the rock gave way beneath them and they tumbled over the precipice.

Suddenly Hiccup's world ceased to make sense. Up and down had no meaning. Small stones pelted him from all sides and all he could see was blackness. His ears were filled with a dull rumbling and his throat was quickly clogged by dust.

Then, as abruptly as his flight had started, his back hit something solid and he stopped. As he lay there, momentarily stunned by the impact, something heavy landed on top of him with a cry of pain.

_Astrid!_

Hiccup tried to speak, but only managed to cough up dust. After a couple of seconds of coughing and hacking he eventually managed to croak out, "Astrid, are you okay?"

He felt the weight on top of him convulse as she cleared her throat. "I think so," came the eventual reply. "Nothing's broken at least, you?"

"Same here. A whole bunch of scrapes and bruises, but nothing serious."

Hiccup felt Astrid move on top of him, and they both struggled to clamber to their feet in the darkness. The crevice they had fallen into was barely wider than the entrance to the cave and narrowed rapidly at one end. It appeared their fall had dislodged several boulders, as the other end seemed to be blocked by a large pile of stones, leaving a roughly triangular space with barely enough room for the both of them to stand.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked after a moment, an almost frantic tone to her voice. "You'll get us out of here, won't you?"

"Of course," he replied, "just let me think for a moment."

The dust thrown up by their fall was beginning to settle, and Hiccup began to make out some details of his surroundings. The thin slit of light above them looked impossibly more distant than it had when they first entered the cave. His assumption about the falling rocks had been correct, as a haphazard pile of stones blocked their way at Hiccup's back. Behind Astrid the crevice walls rapidly converged to become completely impassable. The walls themselves were sheer rock with no obvious handholds. Things didn't look good.

The sound of Astrid's breathing caught Hiccup's attention. She was breathing incredibly quickly, almost hyperventilating. He could see the whites of her eyes in the improving light as she glanced around at their rocky prison. Hiccup put his hands on her shoulders. She was shaking. "Astrid, are you okay?" he asked.

She muttered something so quickly it was incomprehensible.

"Astrid, breathe," he told her, calmly and firmly.

She took a few deep breaths. "Thank you," she whispered.

"Now, what's wrong?"

"I..." She hesitated, and Hiccup saw tears welling up in the corner of her eyes. "I don't like cramped spaces," she finally burst out. "When I was young, I fell into a cave not unlike this one and..."

"_Hiccup, please get me out of here!_" she almost begged.

Hiccup looked at her for a long moment. He was so used to Astrid the fearless Viking warrior, rushing headlong into danger beside him, that seeing her so visibly shaken and scared struck a chord deep within him. It raised a protective instinct that he didn't even know he had.

"Astrid," He squeezed her shoulders to get her attention, then stared deep into her eyes. "I swear on my ancestors that as long as I draw breath I will not let anything bad happen to you, Understand?" She nodded. "I promise you that we will find a way out of here, and you will live to see the sunrise tomorrow, and the day after that, and every day from now until the Valkyries come to take you to Valhalla. This is what I swear to you."

Hiccup wasn't sure where his words came from, or the conviction to say them, but as soon as he uttered them he knew they were possibly the truest he'd ever spoken.

Astrid took several more deep breaths, "Okay... I'm okay," she whispered, half to herself. "So how do we get out?"

"I'm still working on that," Hiccup replied.

Dropping his hands from her shoulders, Hiccup looked up towards the thin line of sky far above them. They were trapped by impassable rock on all four sides, so the only way out was up, but there was no way they could climb out by themselves... _That's it!_ He thought.

"Do you still remember how to mimic a Nadder call?" Hiccup asked quickly.

"Of course."

"Then do it, and pray to Odin that the dragons hear us."

Astrid took a couple of breaths then let out a high-pitched call that was halfway between a hawk's screech and a wolf's howl. Hiccup joined in a few seconds later with the long, undulating moan-like roar that was a Night Fury's call.

"Do you think they heard us?" Astrid asked breathlessly.

"I don't know," Hiccup replied. "Let's wait and see."

The seconds ticked by agonisingly slowly, the sound of their breathing deafening in the cramped space. He heard Astrid's breathing begin to quicken again, so he placed his hands back on her shoulders, ignoring the flare of awkwardness he felt. "Astrid," he whispered intensely, "you're safe with me; we're going to get out of here."

"Thanks," she breathed.

"I don't think they heard us," Hiccup began. "Maybe we should-" He trailed off as a shadow passed over their skylight.

"I sure hope that's our dragons and not just a rabbit," Astrid whispered.

"Toothless!" Hiccup shouted. "Is that you?"

A few breathless moments later, a familiar roar echoed down to them.

Hiccup felt his knees go weak with relief. "Toothless!" he shouted back happily. "Thank Odin you heard! We're okay, but we're stuck down here. Can you get to us?"

Toothless growled a reply, and the sound of claws scraping on stone reached them a moment later. A small shower of pebbles struck them from above and they both flinched.

"Be careful!" Astrid shouted up to the Night Fury. "The rock might still be unstable!"

Toothless' efforts dislodged a few more handfuls of small stones, but, thankfully the rest of the cave walls held. A tense minute passed, until he managed to widen the hole enough to fit through. Clinging to the rock with his claws, he crawled down the wall of the fissure to reach Hiccup and Astrid. Turning around at the bottom, he lowered his tail into the crevice.

Gripping Toothless' tail firmly, Hiccup allowed the Night Fury to pull him free. As he did, Hiccup glanced over his shoulder to see that the majority of the crevice they'd fallen into had been filled up by the rock fall. It was only by sheer chance that they'd escaped being crushed to death.

Once they were free from their rocky prison, it was relatively easy for Hiccup and Astrid to pick their way across the jumble of fallen boulders and clamber through the entrance they had used earlier, while Toothless clawed his way back up to the hole he had made.

As soon as they emerged from the gap in the cliff face into the blinding daylight, Hiccup stumbled to the nearest tree and collapsed against it, gasping for breath.

Astrid recovered from their climb first. She stomped over to Hiccup and slapped him across the face, hard.

"I'm guessing that was for suggesting we go into the cave?" he asked, rubbing his reddened cheek.

Yup," she growled. "And _this_," she continued in a gentler tone, pulling him into a tight embrace, "is for getting us out of there."

"Thank you," she breathed into his ear.

Hiccup awkwardly returned the embrace. They stayed like that for several seconds, until a short growl caught his attention. He looked up over Astrid's shoulder to see Toothless and Stormfly watching them.

"Err, exactly how long have you guys been stood there?" he asked, quickly separating himself from Astrid.

A moment of awkward silence passed before Hiccup stepped away from Astrid and threw his arms around Toothless' neck. "Thank you, bud," he said. "What would I ever do without you?"

The Night Fury simply purred warmly in response.

Likewise, Astrid greeted Stormfly with a warm embrace and a scratch under the chin, and for a few moments, the only sounds in the forest were the singing of the birds in the trees, and the contented purrs of dragons reuniting with their friends after a traumatic experience.

Eventually, Hiccup turned away from Toothless. "Shall we get back in the air?" he asked.

"Sure, just promise me you won't have any more 'bright ideas' involving caves, okay?" Astrid answered, swinging herself onto Stormfly.

"I can't guarantee anything," he replied, with a gentle chuckle, "but I'll try my best."

* * *

><p>The rest of that day passed relatively uneventfully. After a few hours in the air, Astrid had mostly gotten over her fright in the cave, and by the time they spiralled in to land at their camp she could almost forget her ordeal that morning had even happened.<p>

As had become their tradition, she set to work preparing their day's meal, while Hiccup worked on touching up and filling in the details on his map. The events of that morning and the momentous nature of the day weighed heavily on their minds; their usual lively conversation was subdued, and they frequently lapsed into silence for extended periods of time.

For Astrid, one other thing was on her mind, or, rather, one other person. Her fear of tight spaces had been a constant presence in her nightmares since she was a child, and Hiccup had managed to brush it away almost completely with just a touch and few sentences. It was hard to explain exactly how his actions had affected her, her fear had still been present, but, when he spoke, somehow it was no longer paralysing.

She'd thought she knew how he felt about her before, but his words in the cave revealed just how deep his emotions ran. When he uttered his promise, there was no humour or sarcasm in his tone. In fact, there had been no 'Hiccup-ness' in his voice at all, just the raw steel that she knew lived in his soul. There was only one other being in the world that could make him speak from the heart like that.

Just three short years ago, she wouldn't have given Hiccup's feelings about her a second thought. Now though... she wasn't sure what she felt about him anymore.

An exasperated sigh shook her from her thoughts. She looked up as Hiccup threw his notepad to the ground angrily. It threw up a small cloud of dust as it landed.

"What did that book ever do to you?" Astrid asked, concerned, despite her light tone.

Hiccup sighed again, but this time it was sound of dejection, not frustration. "This is hopeless!" he exclaimed. "We've been at this for over a month now, and what have we found? Nothing! Not one sign of life anywhere! For all we know, we could be the first humans ever to visit this godsforsaken place!"

"Hiccup..." she began, moving around the fire to crouch next to him.

"No Astrid," he cut her off. "It's time to face up to the truth; we might never find something that leads us back to Berk... we could be stuck here for the rest of our lives."

His words silenced her for several seconds, as she tried to come up with an answer.

"We can't ever give up hope," she replied softly. "As long we don't give up, there's still a chance - however small it may be - that we'll find a way home. If we stop looking, it becomes certain that we won't." She almost stopped there, but Hiccup's promise in the cave echoed in her mind, and she pressed on, voicing the feelings that lay in her heart. "If we are stuck here for the rest of our lives, then I wouldn't want to be stuck with anyone else."

Now it was Hiccup's turn to be rendered speechless. "A-Astrid..." he stuttered.

"You're smart, funny, kind and selfless, and you've saved my life twice since we washed up here. What more could I want? Besides..." She hesitated. _This is it_, she thought, _No going back_.

"_... I want to spend the rest of my life with you._"

Astrid felt a great weight lift off her shoulders as she finally admitted what her confused feelings had been trying to tell for the last month. _No, not just these last few weeks_, she realised, _much, much, longer than that_.

Hiccup nearly fell off his boulder in shock. "W-Wha-?" he spluttered.

Astrid chuckled lightly at his reaction; she couldn't help herself, it was such a quintessentially Hiccup reaction.

His mouth opened and closed several times, but no sound came out. "Are you serious?"

Astrid punched him lightly on the arm. "That is for suggesting I would joke about something like this," she breathed, leaning in towards him. "And _this_..."

The first time she had kissed him, it had been a quick, impulsive peck on the lips. The second time was completely different. Hiccup opened his mouth to respond, then quickly closed it as she leaned in closer still. His eyes widened as he realised what was about to happen. She felt his breath on her face for a heartbeat. Then their lips met. For a moment they froze in that position, then she moved her lips against his felt him respond an instant later. She teased his lips with her tongue, and was responded with a slight moan. She felt Hiccup tentatively run his hands along her sides, and realised with a jolt that she was holding him in a tender embrace, one hand buried in his messy brown hair.

This kiss was the antithesis of her previous experience; Snotlout had been aggressive and dominant, while Hiccup was tender and cautious. Thoughts of her last kiss brought back memories of the spring equinox, and she suddenly crashed back to reality. She tried to push away the memories and lose herself in the kiss, but there was no escaping her thoughts. Reluctantly she pulled away from Hiccup.

"What's the matter?" he asked breathlessly. "Did I do something wrong?"

"No Hiccup, I..." She trailed off, her conviction suddenly vanishing. "We... We need to talk about something."

"About what happened at the Spring Equinox." It wasn't a question.

She nodded reluctantly. She'd hoped that they'd be able to discuss it later when the pain had faded, or maybe not at all. However, when the time came, she couldn't allow herself to be intimate with him without first discussing the Zippleback in the room. To do otherwise would be a betrayal of both him and herself.

"Hiccup..." she began. She stared into his eyes for a long moment, trying to find the words she needed. She was struck by just how similar they were to Toothless'.

"I'm sorry," they uttered as one.

They studied each other in silence for a second, eventually Astrid spoke up. "What happened with Snotlout... I won't say it was a mistake; that's too simple an explanation. I won't blame it on the mead either. I was aware enough to know what the consequences of my actions would be. It was..." She hesitated. Hiccup didn't say anything. Even the dragons and the night-time animals were quiet, as if the whole world was waiting on her. "How do I explain this? It was an experiment. I don't feel anything for him, I never have. He was simply a chance to experience all... _this_," she gestured hopelessly in front of her.

"You just gestured to all of me."

"You, me, _us_... romance," she tried to explain. "It was a chance to see what that felt like, just for one night. I know it doesn't mean much, but if I knew back then what was going to happen I would never have done it." She felt tears gathering at the corners of her eyes. "Could you ever forgive me?" She barely dared to breathe as she waited for him to respond.

"Astrid," he began at last, the simple name layered with emotion. "You know how I feel about you..."

"Say it, please," she whispered.

He took several deep breaths. "Okay. Astrid, I love you. I want to marry you, and have children with you, and hopefully grow old with you." He took another breath. "Wow, finally saying that out loud feels weird," he muttered to himself, then continued. "Three years ago, I was nobody. I had as much chance of getting a girlfriend as a Terrible Terror does in a fight with Toothless, and you were, well, you." He glanced over at Toothless briefly. "When I met him, and we defeated the Green Death, my life got infinitely better. My dad finally respected me, and you were actually speaking to me..." He trailed off.

"Yes Astrid, I forgive you," he began again, "and... I'm sorry."

"What do you have to be sorry for?"

"In the last three years, I never once told you how I felt about you. We could have avoided this whole mess if I'd just been honest with you."

"Why didn't you tell me?" she asked in a whisper. She almost didn't want to know the answer, but couldn't resist her curiosity.

"I didn't want to get hurt," he admitted quietly. "After so long pining for you, I'm not sure I could have taken it if you said 'no'."

"I wouldn't have," Astrid breathed.

He looked at her for a moment. "Thank you.

"Also," he continued, "all of this," he gestured between the two of them. "It's completely new and terrifying to me. Gods, I probably know more about courting female dragons than I do human women." He paused for a moment. "Which isn't to say I didn't enjoy what we did earlier," he quickly added. "Kissing you felt great and natural, but also slightly scary at the same time..."

"So you don't hate me for what I did?" She had to know for certain.

"Astrid, I just said l love you. Of course I don't hate you," he answered without hesitation. "When I walked in on you and Snotlout, I was confused and didn't know how to feel. Once I had some time to think about things, I realised that the only person I should've been angry at was myself."

"Thank you," Astrid whispered, standing up from her crouch and sliding onto his lap. "Now why don't we pick up from where we left off?"

Their lips met for the second time that evening, and this time Astrid allowed herself to be lost in the kiss. She melted into his arms, shivering in pleasure under his gentle caresses. She wasn't sure how long that kiss lasted, but eventually there was no more air left in their lungs and she reluctantly pulled away, gasping for breath.

"Wow..." Hiccup breathed between gasps.

Astrid slipped her arms between their bodies, and ran her hands up and down his torso as they recovered, feeling his chest rise and fall beneath her palms. Their lips met again shortly after that. She began to slide her hands down his body and tease at the hem of his tunic, when Hiccup suddenly stiffened and pulled away from her.

"I- I'm sorry," he stammered, cheeks blushing a deep red.

"Don't be," she whispered soothingly, removing her hands from his body. "I know this is new and scary for you, remember, I've never done this before either. I promise I won't try and force anything on you, or do anything you're not completely comfortable with, okay?"

Hiccup nodded slightly, and she took that as a signal to continue. She slipped her arms around his back again, and leaned in for another kiss.

"Astrid?" Hiccup breathed.

"Yes?"

"Do you remember how we slept together that night I crashed into the sea with Toothless?" he asked nervously.

"Of course, why?"

"D-do you think we could do it again? Because I kind of liked that..."

Astrid felt a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "That's another reason why I like you, you always have great ideas."

* * *

><p>For the second time since crashing in the storm over Dragon Island, Hiccup found himself waking up in Astrid's arms, although this time it wasn't an awkward necessity of survival. They had both wanted this. He smiled involuntarily as memories of the previous night came back to him. After three years of awkwardness, he and Astrid had finally admitted their feelings for each other.<p>

Reluctantly opening his eyes, he saw the sun streaming down through the forest canopy outside the overhang. Their conversation had kept them up half the night, and they had slept in far too long, especially if they were going to relocate their campsite that day.

Astrid stirred slightly in her sleep as Hiccup carefully slipped out of her embrace, but otherwise didn't react. Padding out from under the overhang, he stretched and took a final look around at the clearing that had become their home_. I'll miss this place_, he decided.

A black speck of movement caught his eye as he glanced about: five black shapes in a loose V against the blue sky. His first thought was that they were a flock of geese. _No, not geese_, he told himself. _It's the wrong time of year, and the shape isn't quite right..._

Hiccup watched as the formation banked as one and turned towards him, gradually getting bigger as they approached. With a jolt, he suddenly realised what they were.

Five dragons. Each of them with a rider on its back.

* * *
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**Chapter 7: Garrán Nathair**

Hiccup watched as the formation banked as one and turned towards him, gradually getting bigger as they approached. With a jolt, he suddenly realised what they were.

Five dragons, each of them with a rider on its back.

At first, he thought they were a search party from Berk. His heart soared, and he excitedly waved his arms above his head. "Down here!" he shouted. "We're down..." His voice trailed off as he finally made out the dragons' silhouettes; they weren't Berkian dragons.

The sound of movement behind him caught Hiccup's attention and he tore his eyes away from the riders. Astrid was on her feet, half-crouched in a ready stance, his knife clenched firmly in her hand. "What's going on?" she whispered.

Hiccup simply pointed. Astrid followed his arm, and her mouth dropped open. "They're not ours."

Astrid didn't get a chance to respond, as at that moment, with an eerily familiar whistle, the five dragons folded their wings and dove towards them. They snapped their wings open again a hundred feet above the ground, and all five of them touched down in the clearing in quick succession.

Astrid stepped up beside him. "Those are Forrest Furies," she whispered.

Each one of the green dragons carried a rider in a saddle not dissimilar from his own. However, unlike Hiccup, each of the riders was armed; three of them aimed recurve bows at Hiccup and Astrid, while the other two carried vicious barbed spears. A chill ran down his spine as he heard Toothless utter a low growl.

The three archers spread out around the clearing, effectively cutting off their escape, while one of the spear-carriers guided his mount towards Hiccup and Astrid. He stopped about three paces away and shouted something in an unfamiliar language.

Hiccup glimpsed Astrid adjust her grip on the knife out the corner of his eye and placed a restraining hand on her shoulder.

"Astrid wait," Hiccup whispered urgently. "They might not mean us any harm"

"Hiccup!" she growled back. "They're pointing weapons at us! That doesn't scream 'friendly' to me!"

"Look at them!" Hiccup almost shouted. "We can't fight them. They'd cut us to shreds!"

The man with the spear shouted again, angrier this time, and nudged his dragon forwards a step.

On Hiccup's right, Toothless uttered a threatening growl, and to his left he heard the rattle of Stormfly's spines snapping into position. The situation was rapidly spiralling out of control, and he had to do something quickly to stop it spilling over into violence.

Hiccup slowly raised his hands above his head and took a step forwards. He addressed the man who had shouted at them, assuming he was the leader of the group. "I'm sorry, we don't understand what you're saying," he said shakily. "We're lost here and looking for a way home. If we've trespassed on your lands, we didn't mean to."

The leader stared back at him impassively. However, one of the archers at the edge of the clearing reacted to his words. Lowering her bow, she exchanged a few quick sentences with the leader and guided her dragon forwards to stand alongside him. "You understand me?" she asked in strongly accented Norse.

Hiccup let out a sigh of relief. "Yes! Finally!"

"Why are you here?" the archer asked.

"My friend and I got caught in a bad storm about a month ago," Hiccup explained. "We washed up here, and we're trying to find our way back home. We come from an island called Berk. Do you know it?"

The archer turned back to the leader and spoke with him for a couple of minutes. Hiccup guessed she was translating their conversation. Eventually, she turned back to Hiccup.

"You ride these dragons?" she asked, glancing at Toothless and Stormfly.

Hiccup nodded.

"We take off, you follow us. You fly too fast or too slow, we kill you. You fly too high or too low, we kill you. You do anything we don't like, we kill you. Understand?" She punctuated her statements with sharp gestures of her bow.

"I don't like this," Astrid whispered beside him.

Hiccup glanced at her. "Neither do I," he replied, "but we don't really have a choice."

Astrid ground her teeth in silence.

The leader of the foreign riders made an impatient noise in his throat.

"Well?" asked the archer.

Hiccup looked back up at her. "We understand," he replied. "We'll follow you."

The archer said something in her native language, and the leader and the other rider with a spear took off and began circling above the clearing. As they did, Hiccup noticed several recent-looking scars in the leader's dragon's wing-membranes. Unsure of what to do, Hiccup glanced up at the archer. "Mount your beasts, then take off," she ordered. "We follow you."

Hiccup's blood went cold. With three archers following them in the air, they'd have a clear shot if he or Astrid tried to break away. Uneasy, Hiccup climbed onto Toothless's back. The Night Fury looked back at him and growled, echoing his rider's apprehension. Hiccup wordlessly reached down and patted his friend's neck. "You worry too much bud," he whispered, "we'll be fine."

Checking that Astrid and Stormfly were ready, he opened the tail and urged Toothless into the air.

As they rose to the level the leader was circling, he shouted something, and the two riders turned and began flying northeast. Hiccup didn't need a translator to know they were expected to follow. As Toothless banked around, Hiccup glanced behind him. The three archers were flying in a vertical triangle formation. The two riders that made up the base flew just below Toothless and Stormfly, slightly further apart than himself and Astrid, while the archer that had translated for him earlier flew in the centre, above the rest of the formation.

Turning his attention back to the riders in front of him, he watched as the second dragon wobbled in a slight crosswind; it was little more than a breeze and didn't affect any of the other dragons. With a start, Hiccup realised that its right tail fin was ripped and torn towards the rear. The injury wasn't enough to ground it, but it was enough to hinder its control. He looked behind him for a minute, then guided Toothless closer to Astrid.

"Astrid, look around," he said as quietly as he could while still making himself heard over the wind. "What do you notice?"

She glanced about for a few seconds, then turned back to him. "What am I looking for?"

"Look at their dragons," he instructed. "They're all carrying some kind of scar or injury."

She looked around again. "You're right!" she exclaimed, then paused for a second. "Hiccup! That Forest Fury I ran across while hunting was injured as well! It had a long scar down its muzzle."

"Something's going on here," he replied grimly, "and I don't like it. Stay close."

"Of course."

Stormfly silently slid closer to Toothless, staying just far enough away to avoid their wings clashing.

The foreign riders flew high and fast, and by midday they had already crossed over the edge of Hiccup's map and showed no sign of stopping. As they flew, the terrain beneath them gradually became more and mountainous; rocky crags frequently split the forest canopy, and on the horizon, Hiccup could just make out the shape of a distant mountain range. Still, they flew on.

Just as Hiccup began to wonder if they were expected to fly through the night, the Leader turned and led their formation down towards a narrow gap between two of the smaller peaks. At first, Hiccup was confused; where did the leader expect them to land? All he could see below them was dense forest and sheer cliffs. Then, as they passed between the cliffs, he and Astrid gasped in shock.

The narrow pass between the peaks opened out into a lush, secluded valley. A glacial stream started high up in the peaks at the far end, snaking down the mountainsides and along the valley floor, until it flowed out below them. Almost every available scrap of land on the valley floor was covered in field or pasture, and at the centre, packed along the banks of the stream, was a dense cluster of wooden buildings. The only word Hiccup could think of to describe the scene before him was _idyllic_.

For the first time since they took off, the archer that had translated for Hiccup earlier spoke up. "Welcome to _Garrán Nathair_," she announced. "You are the first outsiders to come to our village. We honour you."

"You have a funny way of making us feel like honoured guests," Hiccup muttered to nobody in particular.

The leader barked something in his native tongue. "We land now," the archer translated.

The seven of them began to spiral downward towards a large stone building on the edge of the village. Hiccup wondered what the purpose of the building was. Stone buildings were rare, both here and back on Berk. He quickly glanced around. In fact, this was the _only_ stone building he could see in the village. On a hunch, he reached down, grabbed something from Toothless' saddlebag and stashed it underneath his tunic.

As soon as they landed, the archer instructed them to dismount. Before Hiccup's feet had even touched the ground, a group of people ran out of the building and launched into a heated debate with the leader of their group. Hiccup didn't understand them, but they frequently gestured to him and Astrid. He tried to ask the archer what they were saying, but she was fixated on the discussion and didn't answer him.

Evidently a decision was finally reached, as two men ran back into the building, and re-emerged carrying two metal collars, each of them attached to a length of chain. Toothless snarled viciously and fanned out his wings as one of them approached him. The second man cried out and jumped back as a volley of Nadder spines thudded into the ground at his feet.

Hiccup tried to run towards Toothless, but one of the men lashed out at his legs with the shaft of his spear and sent him sprawling in the dirt. As he fell, Toothless roared furiously and tackled the man responsible, pinning him to the ground with a claw on either side of his neck. Everybody started shouting at once, and immediately a thicket of weapons were pointed at him and Toothless.

"Control your beasts!" the archer shouted over the noise.

Toothless reared up, preparing a plasma blast.

"Toothless, no!" Hiccup shouted, scrambling to his feet.

A small firebolt impacted the ground a foot away from the downed warrior's head, splattering everyone nearby with sods of dirt. The Night Fury that had just missed turned and looked at his friend questioningly.

"Toothless, let the man go," Hiccup said gently, slowly moving towards him.

The black dragon released his captive, sat back on his haunches and crooned sadly.

"I know bud," Hiccup replied softly, reaching up to pat his friend's nose. "You were just trying to protect me. It's not your fault."

The warrior carrying the collar tried to approach Toothless again. The Night Fury started to growl, but Hiccup stopped him with a hand on his jaw. Hiccup stared into those massive, questioning green eyes for a long moment. It almost broke his heart to say his next words. He gripped either side of his friend's large head. "I need you to go with them for a bit bud," he said quietly. "Please don't cause any trouble."

With a metallic click, the warrior snapped the collar around Toothless's neck and led him away. Hiccup tore himself away and walked over to where Astrid was standing, watching Stormfly being taken. All the while, he felt his friend's emerald eyes boring into his back.

_I'm sorry bud._

"Don't say it," Hiccup told her in a dark undertone. "I like this even less than you, but we don't have a choice."

Before Astrid could respond, a pair of warriors behind them shoved them forwards. "Follow us," barked the archer from in front.

The warriors marched them through an iron gate set in the side of the building and down a long, dark passageway, lit only by daylight filtering in from both ends. Heavy doors were set into the walls of the passage at regular intervals, but they were all closed and locked.

Eventually, they marched up a slight incline and reached the far end of the passage. They paused on the threshold for a moment, and the guards behind them gave them a hard shove, sending him and Astrid stumbling into the light. Hiccup turned around in time to see their guards slam another gate closed behind them, then retreat back down the passageway.

"Hiccup..." Astrid breathed.

He turned away from the gate and looked around. They were in a circular stone pit, roughly ten feet deep and three hundred across. A net of heavy chains covered the opening of the pit. With a chill, Hiccup realised where they were.

The sound of a ratchet being turned, followed by an angry hiss caught his attention. On the opposite side of the pit, a large iron and wood door was being slowly cranked open. He desperately scanned the arena. They had no weapons and nowhere to hide.

With a final click, and a furious hiss, an angry four-headed dragon burst into the arena.

"Dah-de-dah, we're dead," Hiccup announced.

* * *

><p>"Hiccup!" Astrid shouted urgently, her heart rate soaring as her fight-or-flight instincts kicked in. "What on Midgard is that thing?"<p>

"Snaptrapper," he replied emotionlessly, "fear class, prefers ambush attacks, lures in its prey with a sweet smell, then..."

He trailed off as the dragon reared up and spat a glob of noxious green fluid at them. The liquid sizzled as it splashed on the ground at their feet.

".. And apparently they can spit acid too," he deadpanned. "Wonderful."

She grabbed him by the arm and started running. Half a second later, a pair of acid projectiles shot through the space they'd occupied. "You can update the Book of Dragons later!" she told him. "First, we have to stay alive!"

They ducked as a fourth acid shot flew over their heads, splashing against the wall of the pit.

"Please tell me you have a plan!"

"I have an idea," he replied, patting his tunic, "but I'll need to get close to it."

Astrid risked a glance behind her. The Snaptrapper was hanging from the chain roof, pursuing them at an alarming speed.

"And how do you intend do that without getting your face melted off?" she asked.

"I'm still working on that part!"

Astrid thought quickly. "I'll try and buy you some time. If we split up..."

"No use," Hiccup panted. "Four heads."

"It can't use its acid attack effectively at long range," she shot back. "It'll have to chase one of us!"

The far wall of the pit was rapidly approaching. "You go right, I'll go left," she told him. "On the count of three. One... Two... Three!"

She shoved Hiccup to the right, then broke off to the left, waving her arms above her head. "Hey, flower breath!" She shouted, "Over here!"

Immediately, all four of the Snaptrapper's heads snapped around to look at her. It let go of the ceiling and dropped to the arena floor, twisting its body in mid-air. An angry hiss issued from all of its mouths simultaneously.

_Great, I've got its attention_, Astrid thought. _What was stage two of this plan?_

The Snaptrapper reared up to attack, and she put on a burst of speed. A moment later, she heard an acid projectile splash against the ground behind her, then another.

"I've been spending too much time around Hiccup," she muttered to herself. "I'm starting to sound like him."

With a frustrated hiss, the large green dragon turned towards Hiccup. As it did, it lashed out at him with its forked tail. Hiccup didn't even see the blow coming. The dragon's tail caught him in the back of the legs and he went flying. As soon as he hit the ground, all four of the Snaptrapper's heads converged on him.

"Hiccup!" she screamed.

Desperately she looked around for something, anything she could use against it. Her gaze landed on a small, loose stone in the floor. Without thinking, she snatched it up and lobbed it at the dragon as hard as she could.

Her many hours of axe-throwing practice paid off, and her aim was true. The stone struck the Snaptrapper squarely on the back of one of its heads. Forgetting Hiccup for the moment, it spun around to face her.

Long years of training kicked in, and Astrid instinctively dived to one side, rolling as soon as she hit the ground. The bare skin of her arms flared with pain in a hundred different places as she was splattered with small droplets of acid, but she forced herself to continue the motion.

* * *

><p>Hiccup screwed his eyes shut and waited for the end. The Snaptrapper had been right behind him when he fell. It would all be over in an instant.<p>

_Odin_, he prayed, _I don't know if you can hear me, or if Norse gods care for Dragons, but please, watch over Toothless._

With that final thought, he waited.

...and waited.

Still nothing happened. He flipped onto his back and cautiously opened his eyes, just in time to see the Snaptrapper spin around and launch a pair of acid projectiles towards Astrid. She barely managed to dive out of the way in time.

Thanking the gods, Hiccup quickly scrambled to his feet. As he did, his false leg slipped, the metal foot letting out a piercing screech as it skidded along the stone floor. Immediately, one of the Snaptrapper's heads whipped around towards him. It hissed angrily and snapped at the air.

_Why didn't it use its acid?_ He thought as he ran to the relative safety of the other side of the arena.

Suddenly a pattern in its previous behaviour lit up in his mind. "That's it!" he exclaimed.

"What!?" Astrid shouted from the opposite side of the dragon.

"After it's fired four shots, it can't use its acid for a few seconds!" he replied.

Astrid darted around behind the Snaptrapper, ducked under its tail, and re-joined Hiccup. "How does that help us?" she panted.

"It gives me a chance to get close to it," he said, turning to run in the opposite direction.

Astrid grabbed him by the arm. "I know that look Hiccup," she said. "Promise me this won't go wrong."

"I'm about to get up in the face of an angry, acid-spitting dragon, without a weapon or a shield," he replied with a sarcastic smile. "What's the worst that could happen?"

Before she could reply, the Snaptrapper hissed angrily, and they both scattered to avoid a glob of acid flying towards them.

"One shot down, three more to go!" Hiccup shouted.

The Snaptrapper lashed its tail in fury, fanning out its wings and letting out a low hiss. As it did, Hiccup noticed that its wings were tattered and torn by countless injuries. Some of them were old and partially healed, while others looked recent. _What happened to you?_ He wondered. The dragon began to slowly creep towards them, its claws clicking on the hard stone floor.

"The damn thing's clever!" Astrid's voice echoed across the arena.

"We need it to use its acid!" he shouted back. "We have to make it angry!"

"You do know what usually happens to people that make dragons angry?" she replied, then turned and ran towards the dragon. "Hey!" She shouted, "Bet you can't hit me!"

One of the dragon's heads darted towards her, faster than Hiccup could follow. Astrid anticipated the attack and nimbly dodged out the way. "You'll have to do better than that!" she taunted it. The dragon followed up with an acid shot, which she easily sidestepped.

_Halfway there_, Hiccup thought. He tried to remember what Gobber had taught him about engaging dragons in hand-to-hand combat. _No point in looking for a blind spot, it's got four heads, and we don't have any shields to make noise with..._

He tried picking up a stone and tossing it at the Snaptrapper, but his shot went wide. _So much for that idea_. The tip of the dragon's tail caught his attention as it turned to follow Astrid, and an idea dawned on him. It was crazy, and probably stupid, but, given the right circumstances it might just work. The Snaptrapper launched another acid bolt, narrowly missing Astrid as she rolled to safety. Then it spread its wings and she was hidden from view.

Hiccup realised her mistake a moment before she did. True to its name, the Snaptrapper had trapped her between its outstretched wings and the wall of the arena. She had no escape. _Here goes nothing_, he thought, turning and sprinting towards the dragon. The Snaptrapper's final head reared up, ready to unleash its deadly payload. Hiccup put on a last burst of speed, then leaped at the dragon's tail.

Hiccup caught the tail with both arms. A heartbeat later, he heard a splash as the Snaptrapper unleashed its final shot. He didn't have time to consider whether that shot had hit its intended target, as at that moment the dragon lashed its tail furiously, trying to dislodge its unwanted passenger.

Hiccup held on for as long as he could, then let go, and dropped to the unyielding stone floor. As he did so, he reached for the bundle he had concealed in his tunic earlier. The Snaptrapper was on him in an instant. A heavy, taloned foot landed on his chest, crushing the air from his lungs. He thrust out his arm and clamped his eyes shut, certain that, this time, he was about to meet his end.

For a few frantic seconds, Hiccup felt the Snaptrapper's warm, sickly sweet breath on his face. Then, amazingly, the pressure on his chest lifted. Hiccup began to slowly open his eyes, then quickly opened them as he found himself face-to-face with all four of the Snaptrapper's heads, all of them sniffing excitedly at his outstretched fist.

If he had any air left in his lungs, he would have let out a sigh of relief. Instead he slowly opened his hand, revealing the tuft of Dragonnip clenched within. Taking a deep breath, he cautiously clambered to his feet. "Nice dragon," he said in a shaky voice, reaching out to stroke the nearest head. "Nice terrifying acid-spitting reptile."

Hiccup risked a glance away from the Snaptrapper for a moment, and spotted Astrid watching wide-eyed from a short distance away. Turning back to the dragon, he noticed one of its heads was missing the tip of one of its mandibles. As he studied the creature more closely he noticed several more scars and recent wounds covering its heads and necks. It didn't take a genius to work out what the source of its injuries were.

"I'm sorry," Hiccup whispered to it. "What they did to you... it's not right."

Suddenly, the Snaptrapper jerked away from him, spinning to face the door it entered the arena from. The door was open, and two dozen warriors were storming into the arena from it. Half of them carried nets and ropes, and moved towards the Snaptrapper, while the other half carried axes or spears and advanced towards Hiccup and Astrid.

Before either of them could react, a command rang out across the arena. Hiccup didn't understand what was said, but whoever said it spoke with obvious authority. Immediately, the approaching warriors stopped in their tracks and lowered their weapons. Hiccup turned around to see a figure, flanked by two bodyguards walking towards him from the gate he and Astrid had entered through. However, before he could process this new arrival, Astrid grabbed both sides of his head and kissed him fiercely.

The kiss only lasted a few seconds, but once it was done his heart was pounding like he'd just run all the way from the Dragon Academy to the centre of Berk. "You didn't even hit me that time," he said breathlessly.

Astrid smiled back at him. "That was for getting out of there alive," she replied, equally out of breath. "And this," she continued, half-heartedly punching him in the arm, "is for scaring me. _I thought you were going to die!_"

Hiccup opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted by a polite cough from behind him. "I hate to interrupt this heartfelt moment," said a voice, in perfect Norse, "but I believe I owe you an apology."

* * *
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**Chapter 8: Wings of Change**

_(Pronunciation note: 'Rían' is pronounced like the English name Ryan)_

"I hate to interrupt this heartfelt moment," said a voice, in perfect Norse, "but I believe I owe you an apology."

Slowly, Hiccup turned to face the new speaker. The voice belonged to a man who looked to be in his late forties. He was a thin, wiry man, built like a sprinter. Unlike most of the men on Berk, his dark hair was cut short, and he was clean shaven. He carried himself with an almost disdainful pride, as if he thought himself above everybody present. Hiccup recognised his demeanour; he'd seen it frequently when Viking chiefs from other islands visited Berk. Even without his fine clothes and the two bodyguards standing either side of him, Hiccup was almost certain he was looking at the chief of the village.

"And you are?" Astrid demanded.

"My name is Aeden, chief of the village of Garrán Nathair." He introduced himself with a slight nod.

"I'm Hiccup, son of Stoick the Vast, chief of the village of Berk," Hiccup replied in a semblance of an even tone, "and this is Astrid, she's..."

"...Second-in-command of the Berk Dragon Academy," she finished.

Aeden raised an eyebrow at that. "Dragon Academy? I'm intrigued, but I forget my manners. Please, follow me." He turned and began to walk back towards the gate they'd entered through.

Hiccup glanced at Astrid for a moment, then followed Aeden back into the tunnel that lead out of the arena. As they descended into the dark passageway, Aeden spoke up again.

"Please accept my own and my tribe's humblest apologies for how you were treated," Aeden began. "We believe that it is our divine duty to offer hospitality to guests. However, there are some that choose not to follow the old ways..." His face went dark for a moment. "I will personally see to it that those responsible are hanging by their necks before sunrise."

Hiccup was silent for a moment. _It would be so easy_. All he had to do was stay silent and the men who had imprisoned Toothless and Stormfly and nearly killed Astrid would be put to death.

_I never was very good at keeping my mouth shut_, he thought to himself.

"With respect sir," he began, "I'd prefer that you didn't."

Aeden looked back at him questioningly.

"You've managed to avoid any loss of life today," Hiccup replied to the unspoken query. "Don't ruin that just to make a point. Punish these people if you must, but please, don't kill them."

Aeden looked at him thoughtfully for a few seconds. "Perhaps you are right... The chieftain of Berk is lucky to have such a wise son."

Hiccup heard Astrid stifle a chuckle.

"It took a while," Hiccup responded quietly, "but now my father is proud to call me his son."

"We'd like to see how our dragons are being looked after," Astrid said as they emerged from the tunnel.

"They're being housed in our stables with the other dragons," Aeden replied dismissively, gesturing offhandedly in the direction Toothless and Stormfly had been taken. "You can check on your beasts later, if you wish. But first, you two look as if you've been living in the wilderness for quite some time. Surely you would rather enjoy the benefits of civilisation?"

Astrid sidled over to Hiccup. "I'm worried about Stormfly," she whispered. "You saw how badly they'd treated that Snaptrapper."

Hiccup glanced up in the direction Aeden had gestured, considering their options. "We'll go along with him for now," he decided. "Toothless and Stormfly are tough. They'll be okay for a few hours."

She looked back to Aeden. "Of course," she replied, with forced enthusiasm.

Aeden lead them towards a low wooden building on the banks of the stream that led through the village. "I was thinking you might appreciate a visit to our bath house," he explained. "After you're finished here, you can tell me how two Vikings ended up so far from home." He opened the door to the building and gestured for them to go inside.

The door led into a small wood-panelled antechamber. Several smaller doors lead further into the structure, the muffled sound of running water emanating from behind them. Hiccup crossed the threshold and slumped against the wall beside the door. He took several deep breaths, he felt like he hadn't been able to properly catch his breath since he awoke that morning. "Astrid," he began slowly, "tell me one thing that's happened today that could be considered 'normal'."

"Well," she replied, "we started the day by waking up together - which definitely isn't normal - and then we discovered this island isn't as uninhabited as we thought. After that, we were abducted by a group of dragon riders, separated from our dragons and nearly killed by a Snaptrapper, which is pretty much business as usual for us."

"Thank you for summing that up."

She looked over at him, her face serious. "We can't stay here," she said.

"I know," Hiccup replied, scratching thoughtfully at the stubble forming on his chin, "I don't think Aeden means us any harm, and these people might be able to help us get back to Berk..." He thought for a moment. "Once we know if they can help us, we'll leave as soon as we can without offending anyone."

While he was speaking, Astrid had wandered over to one of the other doors. She looked back at him over her shoulder.

"Tonight," he added, "hopefully."

Astrid grumbled to herself as she slipped into the washroom and closed the door behind her.

* * *

><p>"So," Aeden began, handing mugs of steaming liquid to Hiccup and Astrid, "how did you two end up so far away from home?"<p>

Hiccup sniffed at his mug and cautiously took a sip. It seemed to be some kind of herbal tea, but he couldn't even begin to guess what the ingredients were.

"It's a brew my wife makes from the plants that grow in the valley," Aeden explained, noticing Hiccup's curious expression. "The recipe has been in her family for generations. Do you like it?"

Hiccup nodded and took another sip of the drink.

Aeden sat down opposite them, and looked at him expectantly.

Hiccup glanced at Astrid, who shrugged her shoulders and gestured for him to begin. Taking a deep breath, he launched into an account of how he and Astrid had been caught in a storm, crashed into the sea, and then washed up on the shores of an unfamiliar land, with no idea how to get home.

"Vikings riding dragons, I never thought I'd see the day..." Aeden said thoughtfully when Hiccup finished his tale. "Last I heard, you called a meeting of the tribes to discuss your dragon problem, and the beasts burned down your meeting hall."

"Believe me," Hiccup replied, "nobody was more pleased, or more surprised by the change than I was."

"Can you help us get back home?" Astrid asked, cutting to the point.

Aeden stood up. "You say you come from Berk?" he asked.

Astrid nodded.

"I think I may be able to help you," Aeden said, and disappeared into another room. He returned a few minutes later, carrying a length of rolled up parchment. He unrolled it on the table in front of them, revealing it to be a map.

The western side of the map was taken up by a large landmass, totally unfamiliar to Hiccup. Aeden pointed to a small dot near the eastern coast. "This is _Garrán Nathair_," he explained. With his other hand, he pointed to a cluster of islands about an inch of the coast, and a few inches north of the village. "These are the _Oileáin Fiáin_, although I believe you know them as the Barbaric Archipelago."

Hiccup stared at the drawings on the map for a few seconds. The contours of the islands weren't the same as what he knew from his father's maps, and there were a few more islands than he was familiar with, but they were recognisably his home.

Aeden traced a line from Garrán Nathair to a headland that jutted out almost straight towards the Barbaric Archipelago. "I suggest that you follow the coast north to Eagle Point, then wait for a clear day and fly straight across the sea to Berk. Depending on the winds, it's a four or five day flight to the point, and then, assuming you get lucky with the weather over the sea, you'll be home within the week."

Astrid stood up to leave, "Thank you for your help Aeden," she nodded to the chief respectfully, "but we're eager to get back home..."

"Surely you don't mean to leave immediately?" Aeden cut in.

Astrid hesitated glanced at Hiccup.

"You're the first Viking to visit this village in generations," Aeden continued. "I've ordered my cooks to prepare a feast in your honour. It's the least I can do to compensate you for how you were treated when you arrived."

Hiccup looked up at Astrid, "We've been out here for over a month. Another day won't kill us." Turning back to Aeden, he added, "We'll stay the night in the village, then leave tomorrow morning."

"Of course," he replied, nodding as if that was what he expected. Clearing his throat, he stood up. "We've got a few hours before the feast will be ready, and it would be my pleasure to give you a tour of our village, if you are interested?"

Hiccup opened his mouth to reply, but Astrid got there first.

"Could we have a moment to discuss something in private first?" she asked.

"Certainly, I'll be outside if you need me." With that, Aeden left the room, leaving Hiccup and Astrid alone.

As soon as they heard the door slam behind him, Astrid whirled around and slugged Hiccup in the arm.

"Oww..." he moaned, looking up, expecting to see a playful expression on her face. The witty comeback died on his lips when his gaze met a hard, icy glare.

"Hiccup, what in Thor's name are you doing?" she demanded.

"Astrid, what the-"

She didn't give him time to finish. "I went along with what you said earlier because I trust you, but I've had enough. Have you forgotten what these people did to Toothless and Stormfly? What they did to us? We need to get out of here as soon as possible, but as soon as they offered a tiny bit of kindness you couldn't agree to stay fast enough. When did you become so spineless? What happened to the Hiccup who was willing to stand up to his whole tribe to protect a dragon?"

Hiccup rested his head in his hands and took a moment to compose himself. Astrid's words had perfectly echoed his own internal voice of doubt.

"Astrid..." he began, then let out a long sigh. "You're right, of course you are. But, I - _we_ - need to think of more than just the two of us and our dragons. Think about it. These people have dragons and know how to get to Berk. We cannot afford to make them angry. If they attacked us... it'd be a slaughter."

"Would they really go to war with Berk just because we refused to stay for this feast?" Astrid asked.

"We're Vikings," He responded dryly. "Our standard response to everything is 'go to war'."

She didn't seem convinced.

"You saw Aeden earlier," he continued in a serious tone. "He was willing to execute his own people for what they did to us. I have no idea what they'd do if we refused to go to this feast. They might think we'd insulted the gods."

Hiccup felt a familiar phrase rising in his throat. _When did I suddenly become my dad?_ He wondered to himself.

"Sometimes... Sometimes a chief has to do what's right for his people, not what's best for himself."

Astrid studied him for a long second, a strange expression on her face. "You're not the same boy I met in that cove three years ago," she responded quietly.

"Neither are you," Hiccup replied. "Well, you're not a boy, but... you know what I mean."

Astrid snorted with laughter, and headed for the door.

Aeden met them outside of his house, and after exchanging pleasantries for a few moments, led them on a guided tour of the village. All the trappings of village life that Hiccup knew were present, and their familiarity was comforting to him after so long spent in the wilderness. They were also somehow subtly different, and he found himself longing for the homely sights of Berk.

As the sun began to dip behind the towering peaks that surrounded them, plunging the valley in to deep pools of shade, Aeden lead them towards a large, rectangular building they'd avoided so far on their tour. Hiccup would have recognised the building as their mead hall instantly, even without the sounds and smells of celebration that drifted from it.

Aeden led them into the hall, guiding them past long rows of tables piled high with food. The room quieted for a moment as they entered, then erupted into a hubbub of alien conversation.

_I guess news travels fast around here..._ Hiccup thought, as every head in the room turned to watch him and Astrid. His eyes met the unfriendly gaze of a woman as they passed by, and he suddenly wished he had Toothless padding along beside him.

Thankfully, the chief's table was set apart from the rest on a raised platform at the far end of the hall. Despite his misgivings, Hiccup's mouth watered at the banquet laid out before them. While he and Astrid hadn't gone hungry out in the wilderness, the chance to eat actual cooked food rather than seared game was hard to pass up.

Aeden took a seat at the centre of the table and gestured for Hiccup and Astrid to sit on his left. A few moments later, the rest of the seats were filed by a group of men from the village. Among the group was a slender red-haired woman and a boy who looked to be about five years Hiccup's junior, he guessed that they were the chief's family.

Hiccup reached for the goblet of mead that was placed in front of him, but Aeden restrained him with a gentle hand. "Wait," he whispered, then released Hiccup's hand and rose to his feet. He cleared his throat, and in the space of a few moments, the room went silent. Aeden picked up his own goblet, and made a show of taking a drink from it. He swallowed, and paused for a couple of seconds before speaking a single word in his native tongue. It was clearly some kind of signal to the rest of room, as immediately everybody turned away and began to eagerly tuck into the feast.

"It is tradition for the chief to taste the food at the feast first," Aeden explained as he sat down. "It shows his guests that the food hasn't been poisoned."

Hiccup nodded and took a sip of his mead before speaking. "Aeden, I'm curious," he began. "How did your people manage to..." he hesitated; he'd almost said _befriend_, "...to tame the dragons?"

"Tame them!?" one of the other men at the table asked incredulously. "You don't tame those beasts! You have to break them, make them so terrified of you that they're scared into obedience." He punctuated his statement with a series of sharp gestures with his knife.

Hiccup's blood went cold. The food in his mouth suddenly tasted like ash. He felt Astrid stiffen next to him.

"Couldn't put it better myself, Eamon," Aeden replied jovially, then he turned to Hiccup. "Enjoy the feast Hiccup. All will be revealed soon."

His tone was perfectly friendly, but Hiccup couldn't help interpreting it as a threat.

"Could you at least tell me how come you're able to speak Norse?" Hiccup asked, forcing himself to sound casual.

"We must be able to speak with our neighbours, must we not?" Aeden replied. "Our traders picked up your language on their voyages, and I made sure they taught it to the village elders." He gestured to the people sat around the table.

Hiccup nodded politely, then leaned over towards Astrid. "We have to get Toothless and Stormfly out of here," he whispered.

She raised an eyebrow. "Oh, now you agree with me!?"

Hiccup glanced over his shoulder. Aeden was looking at them curiously. "Astrid, I'm sorry," he said quickly. "We'll talk later."

The meal passed slowly and uncomfortably for Hiccup and Astrid. They answered a few polite questions directed at them, but soon the other guests at their table began discussions in their own language, and the two of them were left eating in uneasy silence.

As the meal reached its conclusion, the villagers cleared an area in front of the chief's table, and a group of four musicians took up the space. The first played the fiddle, the second a flute, the third carried a strange, triangular stringed instrument, its strings gleaming like silver in the light. Aeden identified it as a _cláirseach. _The final musician carried no instrument but her voice.

The first three musicians struck up a tune, and the fourth joined in a few bars later, weaving a song through the music. The lyrics were incomprehensible to Hiccup, but the melody had a haunting beauty to it.

Aeden leaned in close to Hiccup. "You asked about our war with the dragons?" he whispered. "This is it. I'll try and translate as best as I can, although I fear the poetry of the original will be lost."

Aeden took a breath, then sang under his breath:

_Full the moon and midnight sky,  
>Through the dark they fly,<br>Warriors of forever will sacrifice their lives._

_One for all and all for one,  
>The fiery beasts have come.<br>Faces filled with torment,  
>Their heart beats like a drum...<em>

The woman sang of how the dragons had terrorised the village, burning crops and destroying their houses, until a brave group of warriors managed to sneak into the dragons' nest and steal a clutch of dragon eggs from their mother. She told of how they raised the beasts and learned to ride them into battle. Once the dragons were fully-grown, they flew on the dragons' nest and killed a great monster that resided within. The warriors returned home and taught the villagers the secret of controlling dragons. Then, one night, they took their dragons and disappeared into the night, never to be seen again.

"What happened to the warriors, the first ones that rode dragons?" Astrid asked as the last note of the song faded into silence.

"Nobody knows," Aeden replied. "Some say that there were other monsters like the one they fought in the nest, and they left to hunt them down. Others say that the battle with the mother-beast changed them, and they couldn't stay in their home anymore."

"Hmmm..." Hiccup responded thoughtfully.

Further discussion was halted as the musicians began another song. This time the flute player put aside his instrument and sang a duet with the first singer. Together, they wove a romantic epic of two tribes that warred against each other until the son of one tribe's chieftain married the daughter of the other's to cement peace but had to leave his true love behind to do so.

In the lull between songs, Hiccup faked a yawn and turned to Aeden. "Thank you for your hospitality sir," he began, "but Astrid and I have travelled a long way today, and we have several days of travel in our future, so we must take our leave."

"Of course." Aeden nodded and beckoned over his son and said something in their language.

The boy looked up at them. "Follow me," he said. "I'll show you where you may sleep."

"What's your name?" Hiccup asked as he led them out of the hall.

"Rían."

Rían lead them through the darkened village to a small cluster of buildings on the outskirts. All but one of the houses was dark. Rían stopped outside the lit house. "My father had this guest house prepared for you," he explained. "I hope the accommodations are adequate."

"Your chief has been extremely generous with the hospitality he's shown us," Hiccup told the boy. "Please extend our gratitude to him."

Hiccup pushed open the door to the house and stepped over the threshold. Inside, the house was a single rectangular room, lit by a fire burning in a pit at the centre. At the far end of the room, a slatted wooden staircase led up to a second level, where he assumed the sleeping area was. Although he had no intention of finding out.

He glanced at Astrid. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" he asked.

"I hope not," she replied humorlessly, "but if you mean we're getting out of here tonight, then I agree."

Together they waited nervously for Rían to leave. When the only sounds for several minutes were their tense breaths and the occasional snapping of logs on the fire, Hiccup slowly cracked the door open. The coast was clear. "Follow me," he whispered.

It seemed that most of the village's population was attending the celebrations, but just to be safe, Hiccup stayed away from the main paths and crept between the houses as they worked their way towards the dragon arena. As they darted across the main road through the village, Hiccup spotted the lone torch of a night watchman in the distance, but he paid them no notice.

From the arena, Hiccup followed the direction Toothless and Stormfly had been taken in earlier, and after a few minutes located the squat, stone-walled building that housed the village's dragons. Gingerly, he cracked open the door. "Toothless? Are you in here bud?" Hiccup asked as loudly as he dared.

A low, mournful croon met his ears, and in the dim moonlight that filtered into the stable, he could just make out a pair of reflective green eyes staring back at him.

"Toothless!" Hiccup exclaimed, rushing towards his friend, momentarily forgetting the need for stealth. He threw his arms around the Night Fury's large, scaly head, cringing as his hands met the cold metal collar fastened around his neck. "I'm so sorry bud," he whispered, pressing his forehead against Toothless'. "I promise I'll never do anything like this to you again," he murmured into Toothless' scales.

Toothless pushed back against him gently, purring softly, and Hiccup knew he was forgiven. By touch, he found the leather band fastened around the Night Fury's neck and tugged it off.

"Bud, do you think you-"

Before he could finish the question, Toothless spat out a small firebolt, igniting a torch mounted on the opposite wall.

"Took the words right out of my mouth," Hiccup said, thanking Toothless with a scratch under the chin.

In the light of the torch, Hiccup was able to examine Toothless' restraints. As well as the heavy metal collar, his wings and tail were restrained with a system of manacles and chains. The whole rig was attached to several more chains sprouting from the walls via several heavy iron padlocks_. They weren't taking any chances with him..._ he thought icily.

"Hiccup, we have a problem," Astrid said, emerging from the next stall over.

Hiccup turned to face her. "I assume Stormfly's just as trussed up as him?" he asked, gesturing to Toothless.

Astrid nodded.

"If we could free Stormfly's head, she could probably melt through the chains," Hiccup thought out loud, "but that still leaves the manacles. Give me half a day and a forge and I could probably file through them, but..."

Astrid cut him off. "What we need is the key to those locks."

"Yup," Hiccup agreed. "I don't suppose they were kind enough to just leave them lying around?"

He and Astrid scoured the area in front of the stalls, but quickly came up empty handed.

"Looking for these?" asked a familiar voice from the door.

Toothless lowered his head and growled. Stormfly hissed in a mixture of frustration and fury.

"Get out of here, kid," Astrid ordered icily, clenching her hands into fists. "You didn't see anything."

"Astrid, wait." Hiccup said, recognising the silhouette in the doorway. "What are you doing here Rían?" he asked in a friendlier tone.

"I could ask you the same question." Rían replied, crossing his arms across his chest.

"Give us those keys, boy," Astrid growled, taking a step towards him.

"Stay where you are!" Rían ordered. "One shout and I can have half the village's warriors here!"

Astrid stopped in her tracks and glared at him. "Not if I get to you first, you little brat," she muttered.

Hiccup inserted himself between them. "Easy," he told Astrid. Turning to face Rían, he continued, "You obviously want something from us, or you would have called as soon as you saw us in here. So, what is it?"

The look of shock on Rían's face confirmed Hiccup's guess. He stumbled over his words a few seconds before eventually mumbling, "A flight."

"What was that?" Astrid demanded.

"I'll give you the keys, if you take me flying on your dragons before you go!" Rían burst out, his voice wavering slightly.

"Why threaten us into taking you flying?" Astrid challenged. "Why not simply ask one of your dragon-abusing friends?"

Rían looked up at Hiccup.

"She raises a good point," Hiccup added in a somewhat gentler tone, crossing his arms.

Rían looked down at his feet. "My dad won't let me near the dragons until I'm older. He says they're too dangerous, but I don't think they'd hurt me..."

Hiccup took a few steps towards him. "Why do you think that, Rían?" he probed gently, despite feeling he already knew what the answer was going to be.

"Because..." Rían took a deep breath, and seemed to gather up his courage, "Because I think everything they tell us about them is wrong. They only attack us because we hurt them. If I show them that I don't want to harm them..." Rian trailed off, looking between Hiccup and Astrid. "You're not laughing at me...?"

"I could tell you just how right you are," Hiccup began, holding out his hand for the keys, "but it would be easier if you let me show you."

Rían wordlessly dropped a ring of keys into Hiccup's palm and stepped into the stable, pushing the door shut behind him.

Hiccup glanced back at Astrid. "I can't believe you're actually..." She sighed exasperatedly and disappeared into Stormfly's stall.

"Wait here," Hiccup told Rían and followed her.

"Astrid," Hiccup whispered.

"I thought we agreed that we needed to get out of here as quickly as possible. Now you're giving pleasure flights to the locals!?"

Hiccup stepped closer to her, placing his hands on her shoulders. "Can't you see this important?" he whispered "What we do tonight could change the future of every dragon in this valley."

"It's just one person, Hiccup!" she objected. "How's one boy going to change..." She trailed off, realising what she was about to say. "Just what this world needs," she grumbled, "_another_ Hiccup. Let's get this over with."

Hiccup let go of her and headed for Toothless' stall, gesturing for Rían to follow. Toothless growled and bared his teeth as the boy approached. "Easy bud, he's a friend," Hiccup reassured the dragon, resting a hand on his nose. Then, remembering another tense meeting between dragon and human, he introduced them.

"Rían, Toothless. Toothless, Rían."

The boy in question was rooted to the spot, clearly uncertain whether to try and approach the angry-looking black dragon or turn and flee. "W-why do you call him T-Toothless?" he asked in wavering voice.

Feeling a smile tugging at his lips, Hiccup reached out and took Rían's hand in his own, holding it in front of Toothless' nose. Rían's breath hitched as Toothless closed his eyes and pressed his nose into Rían's palm.

"You can breathe now," Hiccup whispered.

After a few moments, Toothless pulled back from the contact and retracted his teeth, giving Rían a gummy smile.

"And that's why we call him Toothless," Hiccup told Rían, turning towards the Night Fury. "Now why don't we see about getting you out of those chains, eh bud?"

"Wait... where are you going?" Rían asked nervously.

"Don't worry, he likes you," Hiccup chucked as he fitted the key into the first padlock. "Scratch behind his ear flaps. He likes that."

A few seconds later, the last lock was undone, and Toothless shrugged off the restraints with a clatter of metal.

"I don't think he's going to give us any trouble," Hiccup said to Astrid as he passed the keys to her. Rían was warily stroking Toothless' snout, a rapturous expression on his face, while Toothless purred gently, his eyes closed in pleasure.

"Where did you get those keys, anyway?" Hiccup asked Rían, turning back towards the boy.

"The stable master doesn't hold his drink particularly well," he replied. "He won't miss them until tomorrow morning."

While he was speaking, Hiccup picked up Toothless' saddle from where his flight gear had been untidily piled.

"What's that for?" Rían asked.

"When I first met Toothless he was shot down in the forest. He couldn't fly away because he'd lost a tail fin," Hiccup explained. "I made a prosthetic tail fin to replace the one he lost, and we learned to fly together, dragon and rider."

After a couple of minutes, Hiccup and Rían had rigged Toothless' tail fin, and Astrid had freed Stormfly from her restraints. The five of them padded out of the stable's wide doors into the cool night air.

Hiccup swung himself onto Toothless' back and held out a hand to Rían. "Here, climb up behind me," he instructed.

Toothless shifted restlessly as Rían settled himself behind Hiccup. "Hold on tight," Hiccup cautioned. "If I know Toothless, this is going to be fast and scary at first, but I promise it gets better, okay?"

Rían tightened his grip on Hiccup's waist. "I'm ready" he said shakily.

"Then let's do this!"

Toothless bounded forwards two steps and leapt off the top of the small embankment the stable was built on. For a heart-stopping moment they fell towards the earth, then Toothless drove his wings downward and they rose into the air. Toothless angled his nose upwards and beat the air back with rapid wing-strokes, quickly gaining altitude. Hiccup's ears popped with the speed of their ascent. Just before they plunged into the clouds, Toothless pulled backwards into a tight loop and shot towards the ground in spinning dive. The wind rushed across his folded wings, creating the unmistakable rising whistle of a Night Fury dive.

Hiccup felt Toothless' muscles twitch beneath him, and he opened the tail in the same moment Toothless' wings snapped open. Hiccup was crushed into the saddle, then found himself hanging from it a moment later, as Toothless flipped upside-down. Hiccup glanced 'upwards' and saw the lights of the village streak past below them. Toothless roared exultantly as they rolled upright, then pulled a tight half-loop, briefly inverting them again, before finally settling into level flight.

Hiccup sat up from his streamlined crouch, and gasped for breath. To his surprise, Rían sat up behind him and whooped in excitement.

"Wow..." Rían panted, "That was... Incredible!"

"Having fun?" Astrid called as Stormfly caught up with them.

Hiccup glanced back at Rían. "Someone seems to have gotten over their fear of flying faster than you did," he replied.

"So... on Berk you're friends with the dragons?" Rían asked.

"Yup," Astrid replied, ignoring Hiccup's jibe. "We used to use these big flaming torches when the dragons attacked, but now they're full of fish for the dragons to eat."

"Wow..." Rían trailed off into awed silence as he studied the ground below them.

Hiccup let him enjoy the sights for a few minutes, then turned back to him and asked, "You ready for part two?"

"Part two?" Astrid questioned.

Hiccup smiled and guided Toothless into a gentle climb. "You ever touched a cloud, Rían?"

They smoothly rose up to just below the cloud deck and levelled off. "Go on then," Hiccup chuckled, gesturing upwards.

Rían cautiously extended a hand into the cloud above. The vapour swirled around his hand, forming small eddies in its wake.

"It's just mist!" he exclaimed in wonder.

"You ready for the best part?" Hiccup asked, nudging Toothless back into a climb. They plunged into the clouds, and the world around them was obscured by swirling grey vapour. Hiccup felt a cool sheen of water collecting on his exposed skin. He counted five wingbeats.

Then they emerged into the world where dragons dare.

Up here, the moon seemed as bright as the midday sun, illuminating everything with its silvery light. Below them, as far as the eye could see, stretched an undulating alien landscape of cloud-tops turned into grey-white hills and valleys by the moonlight. In the far distance, a great mountain peak pierced through the carpet, reminding them of the world below. Hiccup let out a slow breath and craned his neck backwards. The stars seemed impossibly close at this altitude, shimmering like cut diamonds in the inky black sky. As he stared, he began to pick out fainter points of light between the familiar stars. He blinked, and the constellations were almost unrecognisable amid the myriad points of light.

Toothless locked his wings out and glided, and for a few seconds the only sound was the rushing of wind past his ears. Hiccup held out his arms, feeling the air flow past his outstretched fingers. "This," Hiccup whispered, "is what it means to earn a dragon's friendship."

Toothless banked slightly, circling around a rent in the clouds. Rían glanced downwards and muttered something that sounded like a curse.

Hiccup followed the boy's gaze. The paths of the village, which had been deserted when they took off, were now swarming with torches.

"Somebody must have noticed I was missing. Can you put me down behind that storehouse?" Rían asked, indicating a large building on the edge of the village.

"I see it," Hiccup replied, crouching tight against Toothless' neck. "Hold on tight." Looking back over his shoulder he added, "Astrid, stay out of sight. I'll be back in a minute."

Toothless pushed forward into a dive before they could respond. Unlike his previous stoop, he pressed his wings tightly against his body to prevent them from whistling, which meant that they fell even faster. At the last possible moment, Toothless opened his wings and came in for a running landing behind the storehouse. Rían scrambled off Toothless' back as soon as the Night Fury's claws touched the ground.

Hiccup grasped the boy's forearm as he turned to leave.

"Never give up," he whispered urgently. "No matter how impossible it seems, people can change."

Rían blinked back at him. "_Slán_, Hiccup," he breathed.

"Goodbye, Rían... and good luck."

With that, Toothless unfurled his wings and shot into the sky, disappearing into the night and leaving Garrán Nathair behind.

* * *

><p><em>Oileáin Fiáin – Wild Islands<br>__Cláirseach – Irish name for a Celtic harp.  
><em>_Slán – Goodbye_

_**Author's Notes:**_

_Friendly Gretings! I hope all of you had a good holiday season, I've had a couple of weeks off, so I've managed to plough through the end of this chapter, and at time of writing, I've almost finished the next chapter as well, so I'll try and get that out ASAP, to make up for the long waits between previous chapters._

_The lyrics of the song performed at the feast, are adapted, appropriately, from 'Where Dragons Rule' by Dragonforce. Poetry really isn't my thing, so I hesitated on whether or not to include actual lyrics in this story, but I think the final result came out pretty well. The plot of the second Ballard was a reference to the HTTYD fanfic trope of 'Tribal politics forces Hiccup to marry someone other than Astrid'. (If you're looking for good examples, I'd recommend either 'Hiccup's Bride' by Cke1st or Gumdrop Boo's "Seasonal Series", starting with 'The Winter Haul')_

_Next time, in 'Fury of the Night', we begin to move towards the close of this tale, and Hiccup and Toothless get to deal out some fiery destruction! _

_Until then, as always, thank you for reading, and whatever you thought of the chapter, please leave a review! _

_~Superbun_

_P.S. Yes, I've been waiting since almost the start of the story to use this chapter title!_


	9. Chapter 9: Fury of the Night

**Chapter 9: Fury of the Night**

Hiccup watched over his shoulder as the lights of Garrán Nathair dwindled into the distance. He knew he should be happy to leave the place. He and Astrid finally had a way home, and their dragons hadn't suffered any lasting effects from their brief imprisonment. However, that did nothing to shift the feeling of guilt that had settled in his gut, and dragged down his mood. Whenever he closed his eyes, he saw the tattered wings of the Snaptrapper from the arena, evidence of the years of abuse she'd been subjected to.

The wind suddenly swirled around them, and Toothless lurched to one side for a moment. He recovered and tossed his head, batting Hiccup with an ear flap. "Yeah, right. Sorry bud," he muttered, and adjusted the tail to compensate for the crosswind.

Hiccup tried to put his thoughts aside and focus on flying for a while. Clouds had blown in from the north about an hour ago, obscuring the moon, and Toothless had settled into a comfortable long-distance flying pace. Aside from adjusting for the occasional change in wind direction, there was very little for him to do or see, and his thoughts quickly returned to the dragons. As dragons went, Snaptrappers were not a particularly aggressive species, they very rarely raided towns, and were usually only seen when an unfortunate warrior strayed too close to one's nest. Hiccup shuddered at the thought of what the villagers must have done to make her attack on sight, and gently stroked Toothless neck to reassure himself.

His black mood continued for most of the day, not helped by the tedium of their flight. He glanced over at Astrid as the sun began to rise, but neither she nor Stormfly made any move to land, so they pushed onwards. Eventually, sometime late in the afternoon, when Hiccup's legs were stiff and sore, and the dragons were beginning to show signs of fatigue, they came in to land in a small forest clearing.

"Ugh, you're really not built for comfort, bud" Hiccup groaned as he stiffly dismounted Toothless. "To Hel with speed - when we get back to Berk, I'm adding more padding to your saddle."

Toothless yawned, wandered over to a soft patch of mossy ground, and promptly curled up to sleep. Hiccup hobbled over and gratefully sat down against his Night Fury's flank. Toothless curled his tail around his rider, closed his eyes, and murmured contentedly.

Hiccup hugged his good leg to his chest and stared back the way they'd come, still unable to get thoughts of the Snaptrapper out of his mind.

"You're thinking about the dragons, aren't you?" Astrid's gentle question startled him from his thoughts.

Hiccup glanced over at her. She was sat against Stormfly a couple of paces away.

"You've been quiet and broody all day," she continued. "Something's obviously bothering you; so spit it out."

He sighed; Astrid could read him like an open book. "I can't stop thinking about that Snaptrapper. What they did to her..." He trailed off, resting his head in his hands for a moment, then looked up and met her intense gaze. "We left her there, Astrid."

"So, we go back and free her, and the other dragons."

Hiccup was speechless.

"I know you, Hiccup." She continued, "You won't be able to live with yourself if we leave them behind, and you're going to attempt to rescue them no matter what I say, so Stormfly and I might as well be there to watch your back."

Hiccup's eyes watered for a moment. "Astrid, you know that I love you, right?"

"I think you told me something along those lines two nights ago," she chuckled. "So what are you planning?"

For the first time that day, Hiccup felt a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. "Oh, something crazy, something stupid."

Astrid's smiled back at him. "Now that's more like the Hiccup I know."

* * *

><p>"Lets go over the details of the plan again." Astrid called to Hiccup the next morning, as they soared over the forest, winging their way back towards Garrán Nathair. "We sneak into the village under cover of night, then what?"<p>

Hiccup glanced back at her and slowed Toothless until they were flying wingtip-to-wingtip. "We find Rían, and hopefully he can get us the keys to the dragon stables again."

"And what if we can't find him, or he won't help us?" She asked.

Hiccup brushed a stray lock of windblown hair from his eyes. "Then I'll... uhh... improvise."

She crossed her arms and glared at him. "I'd prefer we had a better contingency plan than 'I'll make it up as I go!"

"No battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy," Hiccup responded, "My dad told me that once. So, if we're going to end up flying by the seats of our pants anyway, we might as well plan for that from the start, so we're not surprised when it happens. But if you have a better idea, feel free to share it."

For several seconds, the only sounds were the rushing of the wind and their dragons' wing beats.

"When did you suddenly become an expert on military strategy?" She wondered.

"About a month before we ... 'left', my dad decided that our future chief should know how to command men in battle." Hiccup explained, "So he treated me to an exhaustive lecture on how our warriors should be organised in the event of a raid. Never mind that if we were attacked, my defence plans would rely more on angry fire-breathing reptiles than men bashing on each other with lumps of metal..."

"So, assuming that we find Rían and he gets us the keys, what next?"

"We head into the stables and start freeing dragons, one by one." he responded.

"And what happens if the villagers wake up and don't take kindly to us setting their dragons free?" She questioned.

"We see how the villagers like dragons when they're on an even field."

The steel in his reply shocked Astrid. "Hiccup, the rules of engagement for the Academy have always been 'Shoot to incapacitate, not kill'."

Hiccup's eyes flashed as he glanced at her. "If you didn't notice, we're not in the Academy." He snapped.

With a shock, Astrid realised just how incensed he was at the villagers' treatment of the dragons. Anger was not an emotion that she usually associated with Hiccup; she decided it didn't suit him.

"Hiccup, that's not an excuse," She told him firmly.

"They deserve it for what they did to the dragons," he shot back.

"If you really believed that, you would have let Aeden execute those men yesterday."

Hiccup started to reply, then stopped and let out a long sigh, resting his face in his hands. "Astrid... you're right. When I think of what they did to that Snaptrapper..." He trailed off. "Don't kill anybody if you can avoid it, but those dragons are going to have a lot of bottled-up rage when we let them go, and they're not going to be holding back."

Neither of them spoke for several seconds. She sensed that he wanted to be left alone, and glanced down at the forest below them. "I think I saw something move down there, I'll see if I can catch us some lunch - catch up with you later."

"Thank you," Hiccup replied softly, as Stormfly gracefully banked away.

They made camp early that night on the banks of a wide river that snaked through the forest. The sun hung low in the sky, casting shafts of golden light through the trees, and making the water sparkle where it struck the river. Birds sung in the trees, and several dragonflies darted back and forth over the water.

"Whoever named them Dragonflies had probably never seen an actual dragon," Hiccup commented idly from where he sat next to her. "Because they really bear very little resemblance to the real thing."

Astrid took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She wasn't normally one for appreciating the beauty of nature, but even she had to admit there was a pleasant tranquility to their surroundings. It was strange, being in such a peaceful environment, yet knowing that they were flying towards a battle. She echoed her thoughts to Hiccup, who was staring into the rippling surface of the water.

"I don't want to sound pessimistic," he began, turning to face her, "But there's a possibility that one, or both of us... might not make it tomorrow. If the villagers catch us at the wrong time, or one of the dragons attacks us..."

"We're Vikings, it's an occupational hazard."

Hiccup laid a hand on her shoulder. "Astrid," he whispered, "This could be our last night together, and..." He hesitated. "...I love you."

She rested a hand on the back of his neck, and stared into his eyes for what felt like an eternity. She and Hiccup had had more than their fair share of near-death scrapes, and so far had come out on top, but he was right: the life of a viking was a harsh one that often ended abruptly. There was no time for half-measures when neither of them may live to see the next sunrise.

In that moment, she finally found the certainty within her to respond to him in kind. "I love you too," she breathed, pulling him in.

She hadn't intended to give herself to him completely that night. Her mother had raised her to believe that there were certain things a man and a woman do together that should be saved for the wedding night. However, with Hiccup's lips on hers, and their passion for each other burning like dragonfire, those lessons were swept away like a twig in a tsunami.

* * *

><p>The sun had already risen above the mountains when Hiccup finally rose the next morning, a strong sense of contentment dragging him back towards sleep. There was a slight moment of awkwardness when Astrid awoke a few seconds later and they found themselves lying together in a state of undress, but it wasn't the first time they'd been in that situation. Within five minutes they were dressed and mounting their dragons.<p>

"Where they... watching us last night?" Astrid asked as as she swung herself onto Stormfly.

"I don't know," Hiccup replied, locking his false leg into place. "I was kind of distracted at the time."

Astrid rolled her eyes and nudged Stormfly into the air.

They flew at a leisurely pace, not wanting to tire the dragons out. The mood was light as they took off, but as soon as they were in the air, their minds focused on the upcoming task, and the gaps in their conversation lengthened the closer they drew to Garrán Nathair. The sun was still an hour away from setting when they arrived at the entrance to the valley that held the village. On Hiccup's signal, they spiralled down to the forest, just outside the pass, to wait for darkness.

"So what now?" Astrid asked.

"We wait." Hiccup sighed.

Astrid sat down against Stormfly and pulled out her knife, twirling it in her hand, while Hiccup took to pacing back and forth across the small clearing they'd landed in. After a while, Astrid stood up and practiced throwing the knife into the trunk of a nearby tree. Once she was satisfied that she had a feel for the blade's weight, she sat back against Stormfly. Neither of them spoke, the only sound was the squeaking of Hiccup's prosthetic as he continued his endless journey back and forth across the clearing.

"Could you stop that?" Astrid snapped.

"Sorry," Hiccup murmured and sat down against Toothless' flank. "When we get back to Berk, I need to oil this thing."

"I wish I had my axe," she muttered.

_It's strange,_ Hiccup thought, _having to wait before going into battle. Normally I don't have time to get nervous when we're rushing into danger on a moment's notice._

Gradually the sky above them faded from blue, to orange, to red, then purple and finally black. The sky was clear, and a gibbous moon illuminated the forest clearly. Hiccup was glad that he wouldn't have to rely completely on Toothless' night vision, but that also meant they had no clouds to hide in.

Astrid stirred. "It's time," she announced.

"Let's do this." Hiccup replied, standing up and shaking the numbness from his limbs.

They mounted their dragons, and quickly rose to altitude. Then, banking together as only two experienced fliers could, they turned and headed into the valley. Silently, they glided past the outlying farms and over Garrán Nathair itself. Hiccup felt a grim sense of satisfaction, knowing Toothless was almost impossible to see, visible only as a black void moving across the stars.

They turned and circled over the village, Toothless and Stormfly flapping occasionally to maintain altitude.

"So how are we meant to find Rían without letting everyone know we're here?" Astrid asked.

"Wait and see," Hiccup responded, scanning the village below them. He located the largest house, and guided Toothless into a whistling dive straight towards it. Moments before smashing into the roof, they pulled out of the dive and immediately zoom-climbed back up to Astrid and Stormfly. "Knock, Knock." Hiccup said with a smile.

"Let's see if that works." Astrid responded, unimpressed.

They circled for a few minutes, and were rewarded with a small figure emerging from the house. The figure looked up at the sky for a moment, then made their way into the shadows behind the house.

"Shall we go say hello?" Hiccup asked as Toothless rolled over into another dive.

A few seconds of freefall later, they landed heavily in the dirt behind the house, startling a young teen boy. A thump behind him told Hiccup that Astrid and Stormfly had landed as well.

"Hiccup! Astrid! What are you doing here!?" Rían exclaimed.

"We came back to set the dragons free," Hiccup answered."Can you get us the keys to the dragon stable again?"

Rían hesitated, clearly torn between loyalty to his tribe and what his heart told him was right. Hiccup knew the feeling all too well.

"Rían, you know that keeping the dragons locked up is wrong," Hiccup whispered. "Dragons deserve to be free."

"Hurry this up, Hiccup," Astrid said nervously. "We're stuck out in the open here."

Rían glanced back at his home, "I'll help you," he said eventually. "My dad keeps a spare set of keys to the stables in the house."

"Thank you, Rían," Hiccup replied softly. "We need to get back in the air before someone spots us. We'll meet you at the stables."

With that, Toothless and Stormfly leapt back into the air, and glided silently across the village. Hiccup landed in front of the stable doors, while Astrid and Stormfly perched on the building's roof.

Several tense minutes passed as they waited for Ríán. Eventually, Astrid spotted somebody coming up the path towards them; they readied themselves to leap into the air. Hiccup felt Toothless relax as the figure came into view, "It's him," he whispered, trusting the Night Fury's vision.

Hiccup waved, and Rían hurried up the embankment to meet them. He wordlessly pressed a ring of keys into Hiccup's hand as he dismounted.

Hiccup glanced up at Astrid and Stormfly, "Keep watch, and let us know when they're coming," he told them, then hurried into the stable, followed by Rían.

Hiccup turned to the boy as they entered the stable. "Rían, when Astrid warns us, I want you to slip out the back door and head for home."

"No."

"Rían, Astrid and I don't belong here, but if you get caught..."

"I know," he replied seriously, "but I want to finish this."

Hiccup looked at him for a second. "Fine. Thank you for sticking with us, If you ever come to Berk, I'll make sure you're welcomed."

The dragon in the first stall was a Forest Fury, the chain on its collar clanked as it raised its head to glare at them. A Low hiss escaped its muzzled jaws.

"We call this one a _Coill Bean-Sí_" Rían whispered.

"Well, we call it a Forest Fury," Hiccup muttered. Turning to the dragon, he held out his hands, to show that they were empty. "Hey dragon," He said soothingly, "We're not like the others, we don't want to hurt you, we're gonna set you free. Do you understand that, you're going to be _free_?"

Hiccup wasn't sure how much the dragon comprehended, but it cocked its head and let them approach. Thankfully, this dragon was only restrained by a single chain connecting to its collar. Hiccup slid the key into the lock, and began to unhinge the collar. As soon as it felt the weight around its neck lift, the dragon let out a piercing screech and bolted for freedom, shoving past Hiccup and Rían. They watched through the open door as the dragon climbed over the village, circled once, then dove and spat out a glowing yellow firebolt. The projectile streaked downwards and burst against the roof of a house. The shot obviously lacked the explosive power of Toothless' blasts, but the thatched roof of the house quickly burst into flames regardless.

"Okay, there goes our cover," Hiccup said, moving onto the next stall, "Time to speed things up."

The next stall contained another Forest Fury, which Hiccup set free. The one after that held a large red dragon, approximately the same shape as a Forest Fury, but much larger.

"_Sliabh Bean-Sí_" Rían identified. "Rare, and extremely dangerous. Only the bravest warriors ride them."

The dragon let out a deep rumbling growl as they approached, but held still and allowed Hiccup to unlock his chains. Rather than head for the door, the dragon simply smashed upwards through the wooden roof, and dove towards the village.

"Suit yourself," Hiccup muttered, moving onto the next dragon. The next two dragons he released were more Forest Furies, and after them a boulder-class dragon similar to a Gronkle, but with skin like tree bark.

Halfway to the next stall, Astrid called through the door. "Hiccup! There's a party of warriors coming up the hill!"

Hiccup turned on his heel and sprinted for the door. He tossed the keys to Astrid as he passed. "Take over releasing the dragons," he told her as he swung onto Toothless, "I'll buy you some time."

"What are you going to do?"

He felt a grim smile tug at his lips. "What Night Furies do best."

"Stay safe, Hiccup."

His reply was swept away by the wind as Toothless surged into the air. In a second, they were at strike altitude, and Toothless rolled into a steep dive. The Warriors of Garrán Nathair weren't used to fighting Night Furies, and were caught completely by surprise when a plasma blast burst in their midst, sending them flying.

Toothless quickly climbed back to safety, and circled for a second. The village was in chaos. Several houses were already ablaze. The dragons they'd released were flying back and forth, belching flame at anything that moved. As Hiccup watched, one of the dragons staggered in mid-air and fell, crashing through the roof of another house. Hiccup scanned the ground, and spotted a line of archers preparing a second volley.

"Toothless, there!" Hiccup instructed, nudging him in the right direction. The Night Fury readied a plasma blast, folded his wings, and dove. The archers vanished in flash of purple light.

By the time they rose back up to altitude, the warriors Toothless had scattered with his first shot had regrouped, and were advancing towards the stables. Hiccup and Toothless sent them running with another blast. They sped across the village at low altitude, then pulled a half-loop and circled, searching for another target.

Unbidden, Hiccup's words from three years ago echoed in his mind._ This thing never steals food, never shows itself, and never misses... Now 'this thing' is my best friend, and we're trying to protect dragons from humans._

Hiccup was jolted back into the moment, as Toothless spotted a warrior sneaking up on the boulder-class dragon he had released earlier, which was exchanging blows with two more in front of it. Rather than using his fire, Toothless surprised Hiccup by coming in low and fast, and snatching the man off the ground. He wheeled up and over the river that ran through the village then let the man fall. He cried out as he began to fall, only to be silenced a moment later as a Forest Fury darted beneath them, catching him in mid-air.

As they glided over the village, Hiccup heard a voice ring out. "The stables! Someone get to the stables!" A knot of men turned away from a burning house and ran for the embankment.

"You know what to do bud." Hiccup grunted. Toothless growled back and angled down to intercept them. At the last moment, two of the men heard the whistling of the Night Fury's wings and dove for safety, as the ground erupted where they had stood a moment earlier. Hiccup watched helplessly over his shoulder as they scrambled to their feet and sprinted towards the stables. Suddenly, the two men stumbled and fell, clutching at a pair of Nadder spines embedded in their chests._That was too close. _

As they banked over the Stables, one of the bark-skinned dragons burst out of the stable doors, closely followed by Astrid, who leapt onto Stormfly.

"That's the last of them, Hiccup!" she called, as Stormfly rose up beside Toothless.

"Not quite", Hiccup responded, looking to the dragon arena, which had so far escaped the carnage.

Astrid followed his gaze and nodded. "You lead the way, I'll follow you in."

"Where's Rían?" Hiccup asked as they turned towards the Arena.

"I told him to slip out the back while I released the final dragon, hopefully nobody noticed he was missing in all the chaos."

Toothless dove and blasted a hole in the arena's cage, but rather than pulling out of the dive immediately, he kept his wings furled until he passed through the gap he had just made. As soon as they cleared the hole, he opened his wings and back-winged hard, coming to a stop just short of colliding with the far wall.

As soon as Toothless touched down, Hiccup slid off him and ran to the first of the five dragon pens set into the arena's walls. He quickly located the mechanism and cranked open the door. The first two pens contained a Forest Fury and another of the Barkskins, who both took one look at Hiccup, then bolted for the gap in the arena's cage. The third contained a small group of Speed Stingers, which thankfully gave him a wide berth as they ran across the arena and scrambled up the wall to freedom. The penultimate pen held the Snaptrapper they'd encountered previously, she stepped out of the cage, then stopped and lowered all four of her heads to face Hiccup.

He reached up and briefly stroked her injured mandible. "Go!" he told her.

She hissed softly, blinking expressively at him, then turned and leaped through the jagged hole.

The final pen was empty, or so Hiccup thought at first. Then one of the walls shimmered, and he briefly glimpsed a body that looked like a cross between a Changewing and a Skrill, before a red blur shot past them and vanished into the night.

"Hiccup, what in Odin's name was that thing?!", Astrid asked breathlessly.

He glanced at their dragons, even Toothless looked shaken.

"I have no idea," Hiccup replied, "and I'm not sure I want to find out. Let's-"

"Going somewhere?"

Hiccup and Astrid whirled around to see a troop of warriors storming into the arena through the small iron gate they'd used the previous day. A dozen of them were archers, who stopped either side of the gate and aimed their bows at Toothless and Stormfly. The rest spread out around the perimeter of the arena, cutting off their escape. At the centre of the group stood Aeden, in full war garb. HIs armour was blackened, and his sword stained red with blood. He sheathed his blade and strode powerfully across the arena towards them.

"I save your lives, welcome you into _my _village, offer you hospitality and show you a way home, and _this _is how you repay me!?" He demanded, gesturing around them.

Hiccup took several deep breaths, and stepped forwards to meet Aeden. "No," he replied, "this is how the dragons repay you for capturing, imprisoning and torturing them."

"So you're not just murderers, but traitors to your own kind too." Aeden spat. He gripped the hilt of his sword.

"The way we see it in Berk, there's enough men in the world trying to kill dragons; we're trying something different", Hiccup responded, forcing himself to meet Aeden's rage-filled gaze. "The dragons deserve to be free, Aeden. You're a good man, you know this is true."

"I see two dragons in front of me, which definitely aren't free," Aeden growled. He drew his sword, and all hell broke loose.

A glob of noxious fluid splashed across the back of Aeden's hand. Aeden's sword clattered to the ground in the same moment that Hiccup threw himself to one side to avoid the spray of acid. He scrambled to his feet just in time to see a trio of Forest Furies dive-bomb a group of archers.

"Toothless! Time to get out of here!"

The Night Fury roared and loosed three firebolts in quick succession, then bounded over to his rider. Hiccup practically threw himself into the saddle, years of habit guiding his false leg into the stirrup. Toothless shot another plasma blast at a group of warriors who were groggily getting to their feet, then ran two steps forward and shot into the air. As they passed through the ruined grating, Hiccup glanced behind them to see Stormfly let loose a flurry of spines, then leap after them.

Astrid met them as they circled high over the arena. Below them, the Snaptrapper reared over the sides of the pit, its four heads spitting acid into the ring. The three Forest Furies were making long swooping passes, strafing the warriors with volleys of firebolts.

"What were you thinking, taunting Aeden like that!?" Astrid demanded.

"I wasn't thinking" He replied with a nervous chuckle, "I just hoped that, by talking to him, I might have been able to prolong our lives by a few seconds."

Astrid glanced down as the Snaptrapper took off and angled towards the edge of the village - a few seconds later, all the other dragons turned to follow her. The attack was over. "We're done here," she said simply, and pointed Stormfly towards the exit of the valley.

Toothless began to follow her, but Hiccup nudged him back over the arena. "Circle for a minute, bud," he told him, "There's something I need to say."

"Aeden!" Hiccup called, "It doesn't always have to be this way! The dragons don't hold grudges, let go of your hatred and, in time, you can welcome them into your village as friends!"

Hiccup didn't wait for a reply, he guided Toothless into a tight turn, and followed Astrid and Stormfly towards the pass out of the valley. He only looked back once. As the sun rose, he glanced over his shoulder, and in the dawn light, a plume of black smoke was visible in the distance.

"It had to be done, Hiccup" Astrid said softly.

"I know," He sighed, "I just wish there had been another way..."

"What's done is done," Astrid replied. "Now, let's go home."

Hiccup glanced over at her and smiled. "Race you there!" He challenged, nudging Toothless' flank.

Over the sudden rush of wind as Toothless surged forwards, Hiccup heard Astrid laugh, then shout "You're on!".

Grinning, he pressed himself tightly against the Night Fury's neck as they chased the horizon.

* * *

><p><em>Coill Bean-Sí - Wood Banshee<br>Sliabh Bean-Sí - Mountain Banshee_

_**Author's Notes:**_
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_A word on the species of dragons in this story: As you may have guessed from the translations of their Irish names the Forest fury and its larger, red, cousin were inspired by the flying creatures the Na'vi ride in James Cameron's Avatar. The Snaptrapper from chapter 7 was used because I wanted a 'different' kind of dragon for Hiccup and Astrid to meet in the arena, and because the species is mentioned back in HTTYD1 but we still haven't seen one in the series (not counting the 'Book of Dragons' short). Also it seemed plausible, given their plant-like aesthetic, that Snaptrappers might prefer warmer climates than Berk's. The Barkskins and Speed Stingers in this chapter were added to flesh out the common dragon species in this part of the world, and as for the "red blur" in the final pen... well I have to keep some secrets, don't I? :P_
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	10. Chapter 10: Home at Last

**Chapter 10: Home At Last**

Hiccup raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun as he looked out to sea from the tip of Eagle Point. The ocean stretched out endlessly to the horizon, formless and ever-changing.

"Do you think Berk's really out there?" Astrid asked, clambering up to join him. "We only have Aeden's word that we're even going in the right direction."

Hiccup turned to face her. "You saw that map as well as I did. I don't think he could have faked that," he replied, "and at that point he had no reason to lie to us."

"Taking directions from somebody who tried to kill us doesn't fill me with confidence," Astrid grumbled.

"Well, it's the only lead we've got so far," Hiccup replied, "So we have to investigate it. But let's not be stupid about this, We'll fly out to sea for half a day, and if we don't sight land in that time, we'll turn around and head back here."

"Nobody ever got anywhere by sitting around all day worrying," Astrid said decisively, turning back towards where they'd made camp. "Come on."

With the ease born of weeks of routine, they quickly broke down their camp and prepared to mount up for what would hopefully be the final time. "I think I'll miss this," Hiccup said quietly.

Astrid looked over Stormfly's back at him, curious.

"I want to get back home and see my dad as much as you want to get back to your family," He replied. "But there's something about... _this_," he gestured around their campsite, "Just the two of us and the dragons out here by ourselves, that's kind of... nice."

"As tempting as the offer to elope with you is," she responded lightly, swinging herself onto Stormfly, "I think I like proper beds and real food more. No offence."

Toothless nudged his shoulder, and pawed the ground impatiently.

"You too bud?" Hiccup sighed with false exasperation, climbing onto the Night Fury's back. "You just don't want to catch your own food any more, do you, you lazy beast?"

Toothless let out a happy roar as he sprung into the air, easily rising above the treetops, and gracefully turning out to sea. Hiccup felt a smile tugging at his lips, Toothless was happy, the sun was shining, and the wind blowing offshore should carry them straight to Berk.

Sure enough, a few hours into their flight, they sighted land on the horizon. Astrid spotted it first, it was little more than a jagged rock sticking above the ocean, but land it was, and it told them they were headed in the right direction.

Toothless spotted it a moment later. He looked back at Hiccup, a questioning growl in his throat. Grinning, Hiccup leaned forward and patted his friend's neck, "Yup, that's it, bud, we're almost home."

It was mid afternoon by the time Berk finally came into view. Hiccup had realised that they were approaching Berk from the direction of the Berserkers' homeland, and they'd taken a large detour to avoid overflying the island.

Berk still looked the same as the day they'd left. The harbour was bustling with activity, groups of people hurrying up and down the ramps. Judging by the flocks of seabirds and Terrors swarming above the docks, the fishing fleet had just landed with the day's catch. The familiar sight brought a smile to Hiccup's lips, _We made it, _he thought.

Toothless let out a roar of greeting as they passed between the stone sentinels that stood watch over the entrance to the harbour, the sound echoing back to them, off the cliffs, a moment later. The workers on the docks didn't look up immediately, used to the sound of dragon calls ringing out over the island. However, somebody obviously recognised Toothless' voice, as within a few seconds, every man and woman in the harbour dropped what they were doing and rushed onto the docks. Shouts of "It's them!" and "Somebody go get Stoick!" drifted across the water. In the distance, Hiccup spotted several dragons rising into the air from the direction of the Academy.

A cheer rose up from the crowd on the docks as Toothless and Stormfly flew overhead. Hiccup glanced down at the crowd and made a snap decision. "We'll land in the centre of the village," he shouted over to Astrid.

They came in to land just as Stoick burst out of the mead hall. "What's all this-" He froze, mouth hanging agape as he saw the black dragon landing in the village square. A moment later, he broke into a run, taking the steps two at a time. Gobber trailed behind him, as fast as his peg-leg could carry him, followed a moment later by the rest of the village elders as they streamed out of the mead hall.

Stoick reached Hiccup almost before his feet had touched the ground, sweeping him off the ground and pulling him into a tight bear hug. "My son," He whispered hoarsely, his voice cracking with emotion, "You came back."

Hiccup would have responded, but Stoick had crushed the air from his lungs with the force of his embrace. Just as he began to feel light headed from the lack of oxygen, Stoick finally let him go.

"Hi dad," he gasped lamely.

Stoick stared at his son for a long moment. He didn't cry, but Hiccup could see the tears glimmering in his eyes. Suddenly remembering they weren't alone, he turned to the crowd forming around them. "Someone go fetch the Hoffersons!" He ordered.

"At once, chief!" Someone shouted from the back of the crowd, and Hiccup briefly heard the sound of running footsteps over the hubbub surrounding them.

"What happened to you?" Stoick asked, looking his son up and down. "Where have you been?"

Hiccup ran a hand through his hair, he was suddenly conscious that he'd been living in the wilderness for over a month, and it showed in his appearance. His hair was long and unkempt, and the once fine clothes he'd put on for the spring equinox were now worn and travel-stained. "That's... kind of a long story, dad" he replied.

At that moment they were interrupted by the sound of rushing wings. A blue Nadder, a few shades darker than Stormfly was coming into land in the centre of the crowd. Fishlegs, Snotlout and the twins trailing behind him on account of their dragon's slower speeds.

"Sis!" shouted the dragon's rider, jumping down to the ground as soon as the Nadder closed his wings.

"Orvar!" Astrid exclaimed, stepping forward to embrace her younger brother. "It's good to see you again!"

"Who's this?" Astrid asked as she pulled away, indicating the dark blue Nadder, who was chirping curiously at Stormfly.

"This is Jörmungandr," Orvar answered, patting his flank, "I fell off the cliffs a fortnight ago and this guy saved my life, he's been following me around ever since."

Hiccup stepped up beside Astrid. "Well, he's a fine looking dragon, Orvar" he nodded, turning to Astrid he added, "It seems training Nadders runs in the family. I wonder what your mother thinks about having a second one around the house?"

As if on cue, a shrill feminine voice rang out over the crowd, "Out of my way! Coming through!"

Astrid signaled Stormfly, and the Nadder hissed angrily, half-opening her wings. The crowd quickly parted to allow Astrid's mother and father into the circle, Immediately, her mother rushed forwards and threw her arms around her daughter, while her father stood uncomfortably a couple of paces away.

"My baby!" Astrid's mother exclaimed, "you're alive!" She pulled back from the embrace to gaze into her daughter's face. "Are you okay? Where have you been?"

"I'm fine, mama" Astrid replied warmly, brushing a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. With a glance at Hiccup she added "It's kind of a long story."

Stoick clapped his hands together, taking charge of the situation. "Balder, Gunhilda" he began, nodding to Astrid's parents, "Maybe we should move to the mead hall, where our children can tell us about their adventures over a goblet of mead?"

"That sounds like a great idea, chief" Balder replied. "Astrid? Hilda?" He called to his family.

Astrid and her mother broke of their private conversation and nodded.

Stoick turned to the assembled crowd. "Everyone please go back to work and let us have some time with our children," he instructed, "You'll find out what happened tonight."

Muttering disappointedly, the crowd dispersed. Most of them went either back down to the docks or up to the pastures, while the remainder filtered back to their houses.

"Better luck next time, eh Snotlout?" Tuffnut taunted.

Snotlout growled and punched Tuff in the arm, before wordlessly climbing onto Hookfang and disappearing into the sky.

Orvar paused on the threshold of the hall, looking between them and Jörmungandr worriedly.

"Is there a problem, son?" Balder asked.

"I've been keeping Jörm in the Dragon Academy when he's not with me," Orvar began, his cheeks flushing red, "So I haven't taught him that dragons aren't allowed in some places yet."

Hiccup glanced at Astrid, "You're the Nadder Expert, do you want to take this, or should I?"

She looked back at their parents, who were waiting impatiently in the doorway. "You do it," she decided. "I'll go on ahead and answer some of their questions."

Hiccup turned to Stoick, "This won't take a minute, dad."

Stoick nodded, and beckoned the rest of the group into the hall, shouting for one of the cooks to bring out a cask of their finest mead.

"I assume the other Academy members have been helping you with him," Hiccup asked, returning his attention to Jörmungandr and Orvar.

"Oh yes," Orvar replied, "Fishlegs has told me all about looking after and training dragons, but..."

"But he's not much use when it comes to actually putting things into practice?" Hiccup finished.

Orvar nodded.

"If Fishlegs could apply half of what he knows about dragons, he'd be a better dragon trainer than your sister," Hiccup commented. "Now let's see what happens when you tell him to stay here."

Orvar took a step backwards, and Jörmungandr matched it. "No." He told the dragon, "Jörm you need to stay outside."

Jörm chuffed unhappily and lowered his head to look Orvar in the eye.

Orvar reached out a hand and stroked the Nadder's jawline. "It's just the mead hall," he said softly, "I'll be perfectly safe."

Jörmungandr crooned softly and stepped behind Orvar, wrapping his body around his rider. His head nuzzled against Orvar's right shoulder, while his tail curled around the boy's left side.

Hiccup couldn't help but smile as Orvar squirmed under the dragon's affections. Toothless had been the same for his first few weeks in Berk, the Night Fury's protective instincts raised on account of his rider's injury in the battle with the Green Death.

Jörmungandr stiffened as Hiccup approached. He hissed angrily, his tail spines half-erect. Toothless growled warningly, jumping to his feet. "Easy bud," Hiccup told him, not looking away from Jörm.

Orvar muttered soothing words, stroking Jörmungandr's neck, but the dragon ignored him, wrapping a wing around his rider protectively. Hiccup took a deep breath and circled around until the Nadder's tail was between him and Orvar. Holding out his empty hands before him, he cautiously took a step forwards. "Jörmungandr, it's okay, nobody's going to take your rider away from you."

The ocean-blue nadder fixed him with a piercing stare, but didn't make any move to stop him. Hiccup took that a sign he could continue, and slowly approached Jörmungandr until he was close enough to reach out and touch the Nadder. Careful to avoid startling him, or pricking himself, Hiccup stroked Jörmungandr's tail, smoothing down his spines.

As soon as his tail-spines were laying flat, Jörmungandr uncoiled himself from around Orvar, turning around to focus intently on Hiccup. Taking his cue, Hiccup extended his arm, holding his palm an inch in front of Jörm's nose. The Nadder hesitated for a moment, then pressed forwards into Hiccup's palm.

"Orvar's not going to leave you," Hiccup began, taking advantage of the Nadder's attention. "He just needs to go in here and talk to some people, Okay?" Glancing at Orvar, he added, "He promises he'll go flying with you as soon he's finished."

Jörm pulled away from Hiccup and turned back to Orvar, he nuzzled against the boy's chest, crooning unhappily.

Orvar gripped the large blue head affectionately and stared into Jörmungandr's eyes for a second. "What if we left the doors open?" He asked, "Then you could watch me, and make sure I'm okay. How does that sound?"

Jörm chirped happily and promptly sat down on the Mead Hall's doorstep. Thankfully it was a calm spring day and the slight breeze coming in through the open doors wouldn't bother anyone.

"Thank you, this is the first time he hasn't followed me somewhere since we met," Orvar sad to Hiccup as they crossed the mead hall's threshold. "How did you know that would work?"

Hiccup chuckled lightly, "Let's just say I have some experience dealing with jealous dragons."

"He was jealous of the time I was spending with...?" He trailed off. "There's so much to learn..."

Hiccup took pity on him. "When all this started, I didn't even know it was possible to train dragons. It was just me and Toothless alone in the cove and I had to find some way to make it work. But you've got help, your sister is an expert on Nadders. Mark my words, she'll have Jörmungandr and Stormfly doing synchronised aerobatics by the end of the month."

They joined Astrid and the others just as she was explaining how they'd planned to methodically map out the Island to search for a way back to Berk. Nodding to Hiccup as they sat down, she quickly summarised the weeks they'd spent exploring, thankfully avoiding any mention of their new relationship. Hiccup didn't regret what they'd done, but he knew they'd gone against tradition, and wasn't sure how their parents would react. Although, judging by the looks Astrid's mother was giving him across the table, she'd already guessed something had happened between them.

Astrid briefly mentioned their ordeal in the cave, then deferred the rest of the tale to Hiccup. Stoick, Balder and Gunhilda listened in stunned silence as he explained how they'd been captured by the riders from Garrán Nathair, treated to a feast by their chief, then snuck out under cover of night and finally returned to set the dragons free.

"And you went along with this idiotic plan!?" Balder demanded of his daugher, as Hiccup mentioned their scheme to liberate the dragons. "You could have been killed!"

Astrid bristled, and glared at her father. "Actually, dad, It was_ my _idea."

This only served to irritate him further, "Of all the reckless-"

Gunhilda cut him off. "Have you forgotten that a mere fortnight ago a dragon saved our son's life of his own free will? If those villagers were mistreating the dragons like Hiccup says, you should be proud of her for setting them free."

Stoick inserted himself into the discussion before Balder could make another irate comment. "We all know what it's like to be young and idealistic," he began. "What's done is done, and our children have returned home, that's what's important."

The table lapsed into silence, and Hiccup took the opportunity to finish their tale. In a few sentences he described their journey from the village to Eagle Point and then their flight across the sea to Berk.

"Well it sounds like you two had quite the adventure," Gunhilda commented when Hiccup finished. "I'm sure you'll have lots more to tell us later," she added, with a pointed look at Astrid.

Hiccup, Astrid and Orvar took their leave shortly after that, Hiccup and Astrid flew straight to the Dragon Academy, while Orvar headed up into the clouds to keep his promise to Jörmungandr.

When they arrived at the academy, Hiccup repeated their tale to Fishlegs and The Twins (Snotlout was apparently still off in a sulk). Fishlegs naturally nerded out over the mention of new species of dragons, and The Twins demanded an almost move-by-move recount of the nighttime battle over Garrán Nathair, and it took well over an hour to recount the whole story.

At some point during the conversation, Snotlout wandered into the arena. "Hey, babe," he called, walking up to Astrid and casually wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "I heard you've been stuck with Hiccup for over a month, I thought you might need reminding what _real_ male company is like."

Astrid calmly, but firmly removed Snotlout's arm from her body. "Snotlout, we need to talk," she said in a measured tone.

"Oh dear," Tuffnut commented to no-one in particular, drawing his finger across his throat.

"We are talking, babe" Snotlout replied.

Astrid took a breath, and in an instant Hiccup understood where the conversation was going. He suddenly wished that the ground would open up and swallow him, or that Thor would strike him down with a lightning bolt. Neither of these things happened, and he remained rooted to the spot as Astrid turned to face Snotlout.

"This has to stop," she told him simply. "It isn't going to work between us, I don't feel anything for you, and you can't change that, so stop trying."

"But..." Snotlout murmured.

"It's not your fault," Astrid continued. "My heart already belongs to someone else."

Hiccup could see the cogs turning in Snotlout's mind but, to remove any doubt, and make sure that he died of embarrassment, Astrid marched over and kissed him firmly on the lips. His arms automatically wrapped around her and pulled her close, and for several seconds they were lost to the world.

Then Astrid was reluctantly pulling away from him and they looked up to four shocked faces. Ruffnut was the first to recover. "Told you," she muttered, holding out a hand to Tuffnut. Hiccup saw metal glint in the sunlight as her brother grumbled and handed over a handful of coins.

"You had a bet on us, Ruff?!" Astrid demanded, almost incredulous.

"We made it when you kissed him after the battle with the Green Death," she replied, "I didn't think it would take this long."

Astrid bristled, and Hiccup didn't know where to look.

"Oh, honestly," Ruffnut rolled her eyes, "You two have been dancing around each other so long it was getting _embarrassing_."

Hiccup felt his cheeks go crimson, "Was it really that obvious?" he mumbled.

Thankfully, at that moment, a blue blur shot overhead with a great rush of wind. Everyone turned around to see Jörmungandr backwinging to land at the entrance to the arena. "Hiccup, Sis," Orvar called from his back, "They're setting up the mead hall for a village meeting now, Stoick wants you back there."

"We'll be right there," Hiccup replied, glancing over at their dragons. Toothless and Stormfly were curled up side-by-side against the arena wall, fast asleep after their long flight to Berk. "Let them rest," he told Astrid, "We'll walk."

"Did you have to do that?" He asked her as they crossed the bridge back to the village.

"It was going to come out eventually," she replied, "And I wasn't going to get through to Snotlout any other way. Plus I had to show Ruffnut that you were off the market."

Hiccup playfully punched her in the arm - not that he could have hurt her if he'd tried. "That's for even suggesting-" he began, mimicking her, then their eyes met and they both burst out laughing.

* * *

><p>Hiccup yawned and rubbed his eyes, trying to remember the question Stoick had just asked him. The sun had set by the time he and Astrid got out of the mead hall. Their story had gotten a mixed reaction from the rest of the village, the younger men and women - most of whom had dragons of their own - had cheered when they mentioned the liberation of Garrán Nathair's dragons, while the older villagers turned to their neighbours and grumbled about 'needlessly antagonising rival tribes'.<p>

Stoick's eyes softened as he looked at Hiccup. "I'm sorry, son," he began, "You've had a long journey. I should let you get some rest."

Hiccup sat up straight in his chair, "I'm fine dad, honest."

"We can carry on this talk later," he said firmly. "I need you awake to negotiate Astrid's _mundr_ with the Hoffersons tomorrow morning."

Hiccup had to clutch the edge of the table to stop himself falling off his chair. _I cant have heard that right, _he thought, a million different things going through his head. "Dad, did you just say Astrid's _bride-price?_" he asked, unbelieving. .

Stoick chuckled lightly. "I assume you don't object to this match?" He asked.

"No, I love her, it's just-" He stumbled over his words. "Why now?" He finished simply. Hiccup knew that he and Astrid were older than when most Vikings married, but the introduction of dragons had turned life in Berk upside-down, and neither of them had given the old traditions much thought.

"To protect you from her parents," Stoick replied cryptically.

Hiccup scratched his head; this conversation was rapidly becoming too much for him to handle. "Why would I need protecting from Astrid's parents?" He wondered, "They _like _us."

His father suddenly fixed him with a hard stare. "Hiccup," He began, in a serious tone, "You spent over a month alone in the wilds with a woman who - by your own admission - you have have feelings for. Do you mean to tell me you didn't do anything ... untoward with her?"

Hiccup blushed crimson as he realised what his dad was getting at. "Dad, I'm sorry. I, uh, I mean we..." he stammered.

"It's okay son, these things happen," Stoick reassured him in a gentler tone. "Provided the two of you are happily married before she shows any signs, nobody will ever know."

Hiccup didn't know what to say. He found himself staring blankly at the table, unable to meet his father's eyes.

Several awkward seconds passed. Stoick coughed uncomfortably. "I'm sorry son, I have to know how urgent things are. How many times and when?"

"Just the once. About a week ago." Hiccup replied in a monotone, desperately hoping he could blank this conversation from his memory.

Stoick nodded, and immediately began muttering dates under his breath. A moment later he stopped and looked at Hiccup, his mouth hanging half-open. "Right! Goodnight son," He mumbled, quickly getting up from table.

"Goodnight dad," Hiccup called after him.

Hiccup sat there in darkness for a long time, trying to force his mind to accept the sudden upending of his life. He was going to get _married_. Until a few short minutes ago, marriage had been a distant, far-off prospect for him. Now it was his immediate future.

He'd dreamed of marrying Astrid for so long, now that it was actually happening it seemed almost unreal. He didn't doubt that her parents would accept the proposal - there were few families on Berk who would refuse an alliance with the chief's family. But he'd avoided bringing it up with his dad in the past out of respect for Astrid's feelings, and fear his father would refuse in favour of a political marriage to the daughter of some rival chief.

However, not all of him was excited at the prospect; part of him dreaded another lot of changes to his life. He refused to even consider what might come from his and Astrid's night together - there was only so much his mind could handle at one time - there was enough to occupy his thoughts without that. He and Astrid were going to need somewhere to live, and they were going to have to work out how to manage the various domestic tasks associated with running a home. Hiccup couldn't imagine Astrid cooking and cleaning around the house, and while he knew a little about these things due to his mother's absence, it would hardly be the usual arrangement for a married couple. Not to mention that they both still had commitments to their dragons and the Dragon Academy.

A low thump from outside caught Hiccup's attention, and he wearily got to his feet. Sure enough, a few seconds later he heard a scratching at the door, and he opened it to find Toothless looking up at him pathetically with wide eyes. The Night Fury nudged at his thigh and whimpered quietly, gesturing upwards with his nose. Hiccup smiled and gave him a quick scratch behind an ear-flap. "Go back upstairs, bud," he told him, "I'll be up in a minute."

Toothless blinked at him a couple of times, then turned and headed around the side of the house; shortly afterwards Hiccup heard a scrabbling of claws on wood as he leapt back up to his window. Yawning, Hiccup closed and locked the door, then clambered up the stairs to his room. Mechanically, he stripped off his clothes and tossed them into a corner.

With a sigh, he collapsed onto his bed and stared up at the ceiling._ It took a while, _he thought, _but our journey is finally over... _

_And tomorrow I'm going to negotiate for Astrid's hand in marriage. _It was too much for him. Rolling out of bed, he walked over to the stone slab that Toothless rested on and nudged his side. One large emerald eye cracked open to look at him, then with a pleased murmur he shifted over and raised a wing. Hiccup gratefully lay down against his Night Fury's side, and shortly found himself enveloped in a warm, dark cocoon. Immediately Hiccup's unruly thoughts quietened, and he succumbed to the soft embrace of sleep minutes later.

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke to the morning sun on her face and not one, but two deadly Nadders at her window. Throwing aside the covers, she smoothly rolled to her feet and strolled over to the window. She greeted Stormfly warmly, then turned cautiously to Jörmungandr. The male nadder was a couple of inches taller than Stormfly and broader in the chest. His most striking feature were his eyes, which were a rich amber colour, in contrast to Stormfly's yellow. "Hey there Jörm," she said warmly, extending her palm towards him. "I'm Astrid, I see you've already gotten to know Stormfly."<p>

Jörmungandr snorted and nuzzled into Astrid's palm. She indulged him by scratching underneath his chin, until she saw Stormfly start to bristle with jealousy.

"Looks like Orvar's not the only one with an overly possessive dragon," she said with an embarrassed chuckle, pushing Jörm away gently. She rested her arms on the windowsill and started to consider how she was going to spend her day when her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door.

"Chief... Hiccup...," Her mother's voice drifted up to her. "We weren't expecting you. To what purpose do we owe this honour?"

"Is Balder here?" Stoick asked, "The _Sjóknapa _is still having it's rudder repaired, so I hoped I could speak with him."

Astrid didn't hear any more of the conversation as she moved away from the window and began to dress herself. The Sjóknapa was a fishing boat owned by their family. She was by no means the largest boat in Berk's harbour, even among the fishing fleet, but she was a hardy vessel and had been in the family for several generations. Normally, her father would have left the house before dawn, to make sure the ship was ready to sail with the morning tide.

All conversation in the main room of the house stopped as Astrid entered a few minutes later. Hiccup glanced up at her, then quickly looked away. He was sat next to Stoick at their table, and her father and brother sat opposite them.

"What's going on?" She asked casually, as every face in the room - besides Hiccup's - turned to look at her.

Nobody replied for a moment, then her father coughed awkwardly. "Astrid," he began, "Why don't you go for a flight with your dragon? Stoick and I have some business to discuss."

Astrid felt her temper rise. "Why are you trying to get rid of me, dad?" She demanded, "Don't I have a right to know if this _'business' _concerns me?"

"Astrid..." her mother put in gently.

"Oh, for Frigg's sake!" Hiccup snapped, looking up and meeting her gaze. "Astrid, my dad wants us to get married; we're here to discuss the _mundr_ with your father."

"Oh," she said quietly. After a moment's indecision, she grabbed her axe from where it hung on the wall and hurried towards the door. Hiccup stood up to follow her, but Stoick restrained him with a hand on his arm, muttering something she didn't hear. Then she was out the door. A few paces later she slumped heavily against the wall of a neighbouring house. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing, trying to calm the maelstrom in her chest.

"Marriage." The word slipped from her lips like a curse.

She opened her eyes at the sound of their front door opening. Orvar stepped outside and walked over to her.

"Hey," she greeted him wearily, nodding.

"Are you alright, sis?" he asked, leaning against the wall next to her.

"I think so," she replied, "Now that the initial shock's worn off, I ... I don't know what to feel..."

Orvar looked at her thoughtfully for several seconds. As always, Astrid felt like his piercing blue eyes were seeing into her soul and reading her emotions.

"You love him, don't you?" he asked quietly.

"How did you...?"

Orvar chuckled softly. "The Astrid I grew up with would have fought tooth and nail against being married to anybody. The fact that you're even considering it with Hiccup told me he's special to you. That, and Fishlegs may have told me what you did in the Academy yesterday."

"Oh, _that_," Astrid muttered, her cheeks reddening slightly.

"The way I see it," Orvar continued, "it's a win-win situation. You get to marry the man you love, and our parents get an alliance with the chief's family."

"You're right, as usual" she replied. "It's just..."

"You're worried you're going to have to give up your freedom and become a housewife?" Orvar finished.

"Right again," She paused for a moment, when he didn't reply immediately, she added "Go on then, tell me how I'm being stupid and needn't worry."

"I wouldn't dream of calling you stupid, sis," Orvar replied with a smile. "But everybody knows Hiccup's completely mad about you, so he's not going to force you into a life you're not happy with. You're both smart, I know you'll work something out, even if it's a little unorthodox."

Astrid let out a long breath, feeling a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "Thank you," she breathed, "What would I do without you _litli bróðir_?"

They both looked up as the door to their house opened again. Balder was coming out, followed by their mother, Hiccup and Stoick. They stopped a short distance away, "Astrid," he began, an odd formality to his tone. "May I present your betrothed, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third?" He beckoned Hiccup forwards.

"Hi Astrid," he said a little awkwardly.

"Hi," she nodded to him, then turned back to her father.

"You don't have any objections to this arrangement?" he asked.

"Of course not!" She hesitated for a moment, then threw her arms around him. "Thanks dad!"

* * *

><p>Hiccup stepped away from the anvil and yawned, wiping the sweat from his brow. With a pair of tongs, he picked up the faintly glowing sword blade he was working on and plunged it into a nearby barrel of seawater. The metal hissed angrily as it touched the water, throwing up a cloud of steam. As he was apprentice to the village blacksmith, Stoick had insisted that he forge his own wedding-sword, despite the surplus of fine blades that their family owned.<p>

Rubbing his eyes, Hiccup wrapped the blade in a collection of rags and stowed it in his back room. Stepping out into the cool night air, he leant against the wall of the forge and surveyed the silent village. In the dim moonlight, he could just make out the darker patch of ground on the edge of the village where the foundations for his and Astrid's house had been laid. The days since they'd returned to Berk had been exhaustingly busy. Along with his duties in the Dragon Academy, and helping Gobber with a backlog of work in the forge, he had to oversee the construction of his house. Which meant the only time he could work on his wedding-sword was late at night. Toothless had gotten bored and wandered away hours ago - likely he was already curled up asleep on his stone slab in Hiccup's bedroom. With a weary sigh, Hiccup pushed away from the wall and started down the path home.

He didn't make it five steps down the path before he heard a whistling of wings, and a pair of claws fastened around his shoulders.

A surprised yelp escaped his lips as the ground dropped away beneath him, and he instinctively clutched at the claws holding him aloft. _These are Nadder Claws_ said a small part of his mind that wasn't preoccupied with not falling to his death, and he had a pretty good idea which Nadder these particular claws belonged to. "Astrid!" He shouted. "What are you doing?!"

"Isn't it obvious?" Her voice drifted down to him, "I'm kidnapping you!"

Hiccup's stomach lurched as Stormfly banked and glided down towards a field on the edge of the village. She came in low over the field and let him go. He stumbled forwards a few steps and caught himself as Stormfly backwinged and settled to the ground in front of him.

"Astrid..." Hiccup began.

"It's stupid!" She growled, cutting him off. "We're going to be _married_ in a few weeks, and they won't let us spend any time together without at least three people watching! Do they expect us to start going at it like animals the moment we're alone?! Gods forbid a woman might want to get to know her future husband!" She looked at him and her voice softened, "I missed you, Hiccup."

"I missed you too," Hiccup replied gently. He was surprised how much he'd felt the lack of her presence, having gotten used to their easy conversation during their time in the wilderness. "If your mother knew we were having this conversation, she'd have my head," he commented.

"What was it you said?" she began, holding out her hand to him. "Then I won't speak. Just let me show you."

Hiccup smiled, remembering the tense beginning of their first flight together. "I thought you'd never ask," he responded, grasping her hand and pulling himself onto Stormfly behind her. He wrapped his arms around her waist. "It's been a while since we last few together," he whispered.

"I know," Astrid breathed, placing a hand over his. At her signal, Stormfly spread her wings and took to the air with a single powerful leap. Unlike their first flight, there was no wild, terrifying ride to start. Instead, Stormfly gracefully spiralled up over the village, beating her wings lazily. A flicker of light caught Hiccup's eye, and he looked up to see the Northern Lights blooming all around them, bathing them in a soft, green glow. For several minutes, they flew in silence, gazing in wonder at the vast curtains of light.

Eventually Hiccup turned his attention to the woman in front of him. "Now that we're finally alone," he began softly "How are you taking all this?"

It was several seconds before Astrid replied. "I'm nervous," She admitted, "There's so much they tell us about what to expect when we get married..." she trailed off for a moment. "But then I remember that its _you _that I'm marrying, and I know it'll all work out."

"I love you," He breathed into her ear, illustrating his point by nuzzling aside her braid and kissing the smooth skin of her neck. "Whatever I need to do to make sure you're happy with me, it's worth it."

Astrid murmured affectionately and pressed back against him. "Thank you," she whispered.

Hiccup held her tightly, pressing his lips to her neck. "I assume this isn't the last time we do this?"

"Definitely not."

Sighing contentedly, Hiccup turned his head and rested it on her shoulder, looking down at Berk spread out below them.

_This is Berk,_ he thought. _It may be an eternally damp speck of rock in the middle of the ocean, inhabited by a people with more stubbornness than sense, but, as long as those I love live there, it's my home._

_And I wouldn't give it up for anything._

* * *

><p>"<em>Time goes by as day and nights are turning into years, but I'm lying in your arms.<em>

_It's the place where I know that I am closest to your heart, where the dark is torn apart._

_I know you feel the same as I inside, It feels like in a dream where we can fly."_

_**-Amaranthine by Amaranthe**_

* * *

><p><strong>The End<strong>

_Jörmungandr - the mythical sea serpent that encircles the world in Norse Mythology (AKA the 'Midgard Serpent') - I think it makes a cool name for a dragon :D_

_Sjóknapa - (Icelandic) Sea rider_

_Litli bróðir - (Icelandic) Little brother_
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I guess I should talk about Astrid's parents for a bit. As soon as I decided that I was going to write the reunion scene, I knew was going to have to come up with my own take on Astrid's family. Balder and Orvar are both names from Norse mythology, while Gunhilda is a scandinavian name derived from the Old Norse words 'Gunnr' (War) and 'Hildr' (Battle) which seemed appropriate for Astrid's mother.

A lot of fanfic writers tend to write Astrid's family as being quite poor, so I decided to do something a bit different. They're not the richest family on Berk, but they own a fishing boat, so they're not the poorest either. I was toying with ideas for whether Astrid had any siblings when I came up with the idea of her younger brother following in her footsteps as a Nadder rider, and things just snowballed from there. I threw in the scene where Hiccup trains Jörmungandr to give a little bit more on Orvar's bond with his dragon, and then when it came to writing Astrid's response to her betrothal, I had the idea of showing a slightly softer side of her and expanding on her relationship with her brother.

You may have noticed that I dropped a few hints in this chapter that Hiccup might have more modern, progressive attitudes towards women's roles than most men of his time. While some fanfic authors manage it without breaking Astrid's character too badly, and I'm not suggesting that Hiccup becomes a house-husband in this story, I dislike the idea of 'Astrid the housewife' so I hinted that they might have a more 'equal' marriage. Also IMHO, it fits with Hiccup's character, if he can overcome the traditional Viking attitude towards Dragons, why shouldn't he do the same towards people?

As I seem to have gotten into the habit of making fanfic recommendations in these notes, I'll leave you with a final one that isn't really related to this story but deserves a mention: 'Wild Hearts' by CuriosityRedux is a brilliantly written AU fic told entirely from Astrid's perspective that asks the question 'What if Valka took Hiccup with her when she was taken by Cloudjumper?'.

Okay, I think I'll draw this to a close. The last two times I've ended fics by promising that I'll work on some original stories, and nothing has come of those promises. While I do plan to work on an idea I have for a fantasy novel now that WoC is finished, I don't know if that will ever see the light of day, and I already have several ideas for more tales to tell in the HTTYD universe, aside from the 'Rían's Story' spin-off I mentioned previously. These include: a one-shot spin-off from this story focusing on Orvar and Jörmungandr's origins, and my own take on the 'Toothless transforms Hiccup into a Night Fury' genre. So you'll just have to wait and see where my muse takes me!

So, until next time, thank you for reading and sticking with this story through to the end, and no matter what you thought of the story, please leave a review!

~Superbun

XXX


End file.
